
THE  SEEDS 
PROJECT

V o l u m e  5

S
t u

d
e n t s  E

n g a g i n g  i n  a n d  E n a c t i n g  a  D i a l o g u e  o n  S e r v i c e



Students Engaging in and Enacting a Dialogue 
on Service, the SEEDS Project, is a student-run 
service, solidarity, and social jusice organization 
that emphasizes community empowerment and 
sustainable impact. 

Throughout the academic year, SEEDS organizes 
a fall break experience in Richmond and two 
spring break trips to Southern Lousianna and 
Appalachian West Virginia. 

By fostering relationships with ongoing 
community partnerships in these areas, SEEDS 
aims to investigate topics such as access to 
healthcare, environmental degradation, systemic 
racism, resource distribution, and identity while 
centering the work and stories of the communities 
affected.

Approaching our 10th year as an organization, 
SEEDS continues to expand its scope, adding an 
inaugural fall break experience this year, and 
increasing fundraising revenue to offer the most 
affordable participant dues yet. We are excited to 
see the ways we can grow in the next ten years to 
come.

WHAT IS SEEDS?
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Saturday
Traveled to Dulac Community Center 
(Dulac, LA)

Sunday
Houma-Methodist service at Clanton 
Chapel
Service at DCC

Monday
Service at DCC
Dinner with Reverend Kirby and Gary
Visit with former Principal Chief 
Brenda and Dr. Mike 

Tuesday
Travel to New Orleans
Backstreet Cultural Museum
Dinner with Pullitzer Prize-winning 
journalist Bob Marshall

Wednesday
Lost Lands kayak tour
Gun Violence discussion with Dr. 
Scharf, LSU

Thursday
Service at New Orleans Public Library 
Main Branch
Public Health discussion

Friday
Service at Langston Hughes Academy
Tour of Lower 9th Ward

Saturday
Group SEEDS reflection on campus

Dulac Community Center (DCC)
HandOn New Orleans
Lost Lands Environmental Tours 
New Orleans Public Library
Langston Hughes Academy

SCHEDULE PARTNERS

SPECIAL THANKS
Reverend Gary Billiot
Reverend Kirby Verret 
Clanton Chapel 
Brenda Dardar Robichaux and Dr. 
Mike Robichaux
Bob Marshall and Marie Gould
Dr. Peter Scharf
Liz Burpee and Dr. Joe Kanter
Ariel Farrar
Amy Zellweger
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 For six days we explored New 
Orleans. We worked. We met. We listened. 
We reflected. Community members came to 
speak with us, welcomed us into their homes, 
and opened up their hearts. They generously 
answered our questions and gave us their 
time. Their stories drew a picture of layered 
systematic issues found in these communi-
ties. We came wanting to help, but we were 
outsiders who spent less than a week in 
their communities, with much of the time 
spent just trying to orient ourselves and 
understand the nature of the situation, we 
wondered how we could make a positive 
difference in these communities. A reoccur-
ring theme that we explored throughout our 
trip was how to make a lasting impact. The 
issues prevalent in their communities had 
been going on for decades, and we won-
dered what we were doing to contribute to 
social change. With the time they took to talk 
to us, and the time we spent on projects, we 
wanted to determine how to make the most 
of both their and our efforts. 

         When we visited Brenda and Dr. 
Mike’s home, we learned that a week was 
plenty of time to make a lasting impact. Ac-
tually, all you need is enough time to have 
a few meaningful conversations. Brenda, be-
ginning to become emotional, told us, “The 
greatest gift you can give to someone is to 
listen to their story.” She spoke to us with 

such a conviction and a certainty. She told 
the importance of truly listening and carry-
ing the intent of the story with you into your 
life. After hearing someone out, we have the 
opportunity to build a web of camaraderie, 
teamwork, and empathy.

         When Brenda and Dr. Mike told us 
their story, they were not just blandly stat-
ing abstract issues. They taught us about 
the lives of their people, made us feel the 
passion and the determination it takes for 
them to continue fighting for their rights as 
Native Americans. I felt myself rooting for her 
people, yet overwhelmed and disheartened 
by the odds they were against. The Houma 
Nation can use our support and our abil-
ity to spread awareness. Most importantly 
though, her story conveyed the unrelenting 
drive they had to uphold their customs and 
to fight for healthcare justice. Dr. Mike spoke 
about the effects of the BP Oil Spill. The cou-
ple has worked to find justice for the people 
whose health had been severely affected 
because of the chemicals used to clean the 
spill. The couple opened a free clinic out of 
their home to screen and treat patients, and 
even used their yard as a place for refugees 
to stay during Hurricane Katrina. The story of 
Brenda and Dr. Mike tangibly illustrated the 
good people can do by utilizing their skills. It 
is inspiring, enlightening, and motivating.

STORIES
 IN 

NOLA
REBECCA NGUYEN

Stories reconstruct experience and 
life. They speak to you in a way a de-
tached, overgeneralized lesson can’t. 
They draw up images of the experiences 
the people had to go through, make you 
realize how profound impacts can be 
when you hear about the repercussions 
on someone’s life. And a story can be 
easier to remember. As you react emo-
tionally to the story, parts of the message 
become etched inside of you. The beauty 
of storytelling also includes the service 
being done to the storyteller. The listener 
contributes their time, compassion, and 
attention. They help validate the impor-
tance of the story teller’s work and life. 
The listener has the information and 
power to spread the knowledge of the 
storyteller to new listeners.



“ “
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I hope to carry a piece of the determina-
tion and passion that Brenda and Dr. Mike 
had with me, as I remember their story. The 
physical work we did rebuilding homes and 
reorganizing the library also have ripple ef-
fects, but the story can touch anyone willing 
to listen. Through storytelling we can trans-
port the mindset and mentality of Dr. Mike 
and Brenda into our own Richmond commu-
nity. It is up to us to uphold the power of the 
story, to retell it and to spread awareness so 
that the inspiration can be spread to many 
listeners.

The greatest gift you 
can give to someone is 
to listen to their story.



PREFACE Watch me. 
Watch me burn. 

If you’re somewhere where you can see me,
spare a second. 

It shouldn’t be a hard thing to do. 
Watching things burn

came naturally to you. 
You spent a lifetime burning, ensuring

mine would be cut short. 
Watch me burn

in the furnace you made for me,
my feet cracking on scorched earth.

No water to slake my thirst,
or to put out my dread.

Watch me burn.
Watch me. 

Watch me.
Watch me drown.

You spat salt onto my lands 
and into my wounds.

Into the veins of my crops. 
I cannot drink for fear of tiny flies and worms
and other things, darker and more danger-

ous. 
Watch me drown.

The winds are stronger now, 
the surges higher,
no skeletal trees 

and palatial forests to block them.
Only bleak, subsiding silt

and rushing, frenzied water. 
Watch me drown.

Watch me.
 Watch me.

Watch me choke. 
On air you took

and poured the earth’s entrails into. 
I have never known the gift of true

breaths of fresh air. 
Watch me choke.

Each cough a reminder of what came before 
me. 

Each wheeze a struggling, vanishing hope. 
Each gasp a reinforced discovery

that you did not care enough
to stop yourself 

for me. 
Watch me choke.

Watch me. 

Watch me. 
Watch me rise. 

Witness as I clean 
the mess you left for me.

Hear our roar, as we confront 
problems you called

‘insurmountable’
and overcome them. 

Watch me rise.
And know that, though you didn’t leave

me any room for hope,
I made room. 

I will not have to leave and watch 
burning,

drowning,
choking, 

as you did. 
Watch me rise. 

Watch me.
SEEDS 2015

When I first began to learn 
about climate change -- especially 
when I began to confront its massive 
inevitability through the lenses of ethical 
frameworks -- I found myself challenged 
by an idea. This is the idea of future 
people, and whether their potential 
to suffer charges my generation or me 
with any culpability in our reticence (or 
denial) regarding climate change. After 
all, future people are not yet existent. 
We cannot assume to understand their 
wants or desires. They do not yet possess 
that which makes them human persons 
– whatever that may be. How, then, are 
they morally valuable? How can their 
potential suffering be used as a moral 
argument? Why should they weigh into 
our discussions about climate change? 

In Dulac, Louisiana, we learned of 
the Houma nation, a people who are 
already bearing the brunt of the harmful 
effects of a changing climate. Their 
lands are shrinking and their waters and 
trees are being poisoned; their culture 
is being propped up in much the same 
way as the levees they’ve fought for to 
protect them in the midst of a rising 
tide. This stems from a combination of 
anthropogenic destruction of the coast, 
and a less noticeable (though no less 
insidious) destruction of their way of life. 

The truth is that future people are 
not the ones who will “have to deal” with 
climate change. Climate change is being 
confronted routinely across the globe 
as I type this, and most prevalently 
by native people, people of color, in 
low-income countries, but also here at 
home. The Houma are not alone; not 
even close. So when it comes to climate 
change, the future is now. 

I wanted to confront this idea of 
“future people” by writing from the 
perspective of someone who has 
witnessed life in a toxic world. We 
tend to think that some of the more 
devastating effects are centuries away; 
we placate ourselves and assuage our 
guilt by pushing culpability onto these 
future people. What would they sound 
like, though, if they could speak? What 
would they say? How do their struggles 
align with those already being tackled in 
today’s shifting climate?  The truth is that 
we are blind to the struggles of people 
around the world both today and in the 
future. But what if we could watch?

 CHASE BRIGHTWELL

 
WATCH ME 



JULIAN BUTLER

Watch me. 

Watch me. 
Watch me rise. 

Witness as I clean 
the mess you left for me.

Hear our roar, as we confront 
problems you called

‘insurmountable’
and overcome them. 

Watch me rise.
And know that, though you didn’t leave

me any room for hope,
I made room. 

I will not have to leave and watch 
burning,

drowning,
choking, 

as you did. 
Watch me rise. 

Watch me.
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Identity is so interesting because it can 
encompass many different physical 
characteristics, qualities or beliefs to 
differentiate an individual or a group of 

people. I originally thought that the culture 
of identification raises many complications 
among people because of conflicts in beliefs 
and opinions between groups. After my 
experience with SEEDS, I learned that the 
complexity of conflicts between groups of 
different identities can be much greater than 
differences in opinions and beliefs. The Hou-
ma tribe’s struggle to gain federal recognition 
and the corruption behind the government’s 
lack of support opened my eyes up to a world 
that I thought had already grown out of.

When talking to Reverend 
Kirby and Reverend Gary, 
we were able to learn about 
the struggles of the Houma 

children to gain the right to gain federal 
recognition as a Native American tribe. Since 
1985, the tribe has been petitioning for federal 
recognition from the government. Reverend 
Kirby described the process of requesting 
tribal recognition as “preparing for a football 
game, and when we arrive to play, we find 
out it’s a basketball game instead”. Every time 
the tribe prepared the work needed for rec-
ognition, the process of recognition changed 

and forced them to do more work. The great-
est travesty about the whole situation is the 
reason for why the Houma Nation has had 
so much trouble with the federal recogni-
tion process. Reverend Kirby and Reverend 
Gary were able to enlighten us to the fact that 
much of the land that their ancestors owned 
is now used by oil companies. In gaining 
federal recognition, the oil companies would 
most likely have to give up the land that they 
are now using to the Houma Nation and 
because of that, the oil company’s grip on 
politics and the government plays a hand in 
the Houma Nation’s inability to be recognized 
federally as a Native American Tribe. This 
greatly hurts the tribe because of many of the 
federal complications that arise from the lack 
of federal recognition.

As former principal chief Brenda 
Robichaux shared her experi-
ences with federal aid to us,           
we started to truly realize the 

complications of not having a federal iden-
tity. The lack of aid provided to the Houma 
Nation after natural disasters was both mind 
boggling and extremely disappointing. Don’t 
we all carry the identity of being Americans? 
Why does being a Native American tribe have 
to play a factor in aiding those that are in 
need? It’s unsettling that the government will 

put the desires of an industry over the rights 
of a nation that originally occupied the land 
that we call America, but what’s worse is that 
they are denying people basic needs when 
they are in trouble. 

I n all of this frustrating disparity in 
rights, the amazing thing is how calm 
and composed they are. Reverend Kirby, 
Reverend Gary and Brenda all explained 

to us that they probably will never be recog-
nized federally as a Native American tribe, 
but that they do not need the government to 
tell them who they are. As a community, the 
Houma nation knows who they are. They do 
not need to prove to a governmental body 
that they are who they are because in the 
end, the government does not determine who 
they are. This brought me to an amazing re-
alization on the trip. While often we identify 
ourselves with how people perceive us, we 
need to understand who we are and use that 
to drive the way we live our lives. If we rely 
on other people to tell us who we are, we will 
never be happy and will even have the possi-
bility of losing our true selves. I cannot thank 
the Houma nation enough for what they 
have taught me. It’s amazing how service can 
have a way of reciprocating and teaching you 
when your goal is to help others.

HOUMA 
NATION

FEDERAL 
AND 

COMMUNAL 
IDENTIFICATION 
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Service 
through 

Learning

SEEDS 2015

SEEDS NOLA 2015 was an affirming 
experience in many ways. This trip 
helped me articulate my passion for 
social justice and storytelling and 

gave me a chance to practice these skills. For 
example, as I photographed the shrimp boats 
pictured above I came to realize that the sto-
ries of Dulac and New Orleans, LA are often 
those of struggle and despair. Upon traveling 
to LA, however, I realized that though many 
of the communities of South LA are in states 
of disrepair they are also filled with great 
beauty. Dulac, for example, was full of color, 
sunlight, and the wonderful smell of sea air. 
Perhaps more remarkably, in this physical 
landscape beautiful communities are thriv-
ing. The communities of the Houma Nation 
and the Langston Hughes Academy are par-
ticularly bright stars that we witnessed and 
I would love to chronicle their stories in the 
future. This trip to LA was wonderful to see 
beautiful communities sprouting from the 
wetlands and reminded me that beauty of-
ten occurs in the most unexpected places.

HAYLEY  GRAY-HOEHN

Beauty in Unexpected Places…

To be quite honest, before becoming a part of 
the SEEDs project, I at times was skeptical of 
the structure of some service-learning projects 
I had heard of. Often, I had heard stories of 
volunteers going into impoverished areas and 
building structures or actively doing something 
they thought the community needed. They 
would tell great stories about physically doing 
something, but when asked what they learned 
about the area and issues of the people, there 
would not be as much detail. I do not propose 
that the physical work these volunteers did was 
unimportant or in vain—quite the contrary as 
the labor of volunteers does monumental work 
in communities. Rather, I propose that emphasis 
on listening is important because without learn-
ing about the community one volunteers in, the 
issues continue to persist. This trip revealed to 
me the importance of listening—listening to the 
voices of the community in order to learn what 
issues lay unresolved and carrying that knowl-
edge with you in a way in which you can make a 
difference.
 During the trip we got to talk to 
numerous community leaders and were able to 
learn about environmental deterioration, gun 
violence through a public health perspective, 
institutionalized racism and other issues in New 
Orleans. Through listening to these community 
leaders we were able to gain knowledge about 
what the city and people truly faced rather 
than using solely our outside assumptions 
about the community. By asking the people in 

the community where they felt our help was 
needed rather than just assuming a problem and 
attempting to fix it, we were able to be much 
more effective in our service efforts. Service 
can be attained through listening because 
through my experience on this impactful trip 
I saw how much could be done when focused 
on the perspective of those who are part of 
the community. For me it was important to 
approach this experience from a level of respect 
for the people and to not come in with a savior 
complex that at times some volunteers may 
unintentionally have. Maybe my time in the 
community was too short to really propose this, 
however, the best evidence I have comes in the 
words of the former chieftain of the Houma 
nation of Dulac, LA. When asked what we could 
do for the community, she answered by saying 
that just listening to the stories of those in the 
community, carrying those words with us, and 
doing something about it when we are in a 
positon to do so is more than enough. I do not 
presume to reinvent the wheel of volunteering 
and service in communities outside of our own; 
rather I hope that others who are a part of this 
wonderful experience see how powerful of a 
tool listening can be in service-learning. 

LESLIE MARK



We are          
 tired of 

resiliance.
 

We want 
results 

and action

“ “

Brenda Robichaux
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During every SEEDS trip, participants have the 
opportunity to meet incredible individuals whose life 
work is fighting for what they believe in. This was 
particularly true for the SEEDS trip to Louisiana this 
year.  We met with Brenda and Dr. Mike, a serious 
power couple whose life work is to gain federal 
recognition for the Houma Nation and kick out the 
oil and gas companies that have been devastating 
their lands. Brenda, a former principle chief of 
the Houma Nation, empowers her community by 
directing a summer camp where she instructs Houma 
children in the Houma culture and leadership skills. 
Dr. Mike served as a state senator for a time in 
order to delegitimize the BP empire that has the U.S. 
government wrapped around its finger. He held office 
until he was on the verge of bankruptcy and forced 
to quit. 

Another power couple we met with was Bob 
Marshall and Marie Gould, whose life work is to 
spread awareness of environmental justice issues in 
Louisiana. Bob Marshall, a Pulitzer-prize winning 
journalist, writes articles about coastal erosion that 
is taking place at a rapid pace in Louisiana. Marie 
Gould runs her own eco-tourism business that takes 
people on educational kayaking tours and shows 
them how canal dredging is depleting New Orlean’s 
marshlands. We also met with Dr. Joe Kanter, who 
helped transform New Orlean’s healthcare system 
after Hurricane Katrina to be more financially, 
geographically, and culturally accessible to everyone. 
In this way, Dr. Kanter has played a huge role in 
eliminating racial and socio-economic inequalities 
to health services in New Orleans. We also met with 
“Ms. Z”, as her students call her at Langston Hughes 
Academy, whose job is to empower youth to make 
healthy food choices. Ms. Z single handedly built 
Langston Hughes’ Edible School Yard program from 
the ground up and is now running a full-fledged 
community garden where she teaches students how 
to garden, compost, and cook healthy meals. 

 To many people, these incredible individuals 
may appear irrational, even crazy. And maybe they 
are. Indeed, you would have to be slightly insane to 
put up a daily fight against oppressive societal forces 
that are much bigger than yourself and that you may 
not defeat in your lifetime, if at all. In a way, by fac-

ing behemoth giants everyday, the different people 
we interacted with in Louisiana have all chosen to 
live inconvenient lives, wrought with disappointment 
and discouragement. However, they have all chosen 
lives of freedom. Instead of pitying them when I heard 
their stories, I actually envied them. I found myself 
being jealous of how flawlessly their daily lives align 
with their values and beliefs. Unlike me, they do not 
live contradictory lives where they say something is 
wrong but do absolutely nothing to change it. Instead, 
they actually do something about the problems they 
see and have even made it their lives’ work to do so. I 
am so thankful to have met with these people because 
they have shown me how I would like to live and em-
brace the freedom in an unconventional life.

FREEDOM IN AN 
UNCONVENTIONAL LIFE

HANNAH JACOBSEN



No expense is 
spared in the 
destrcution 

of the 
environment. 

Protecting it 
is a different 

story.

“ “

Marie Gould
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F eeling the
    Cypress Trees

AADIL ADATIA

While kayaking in the bayou,
Fascinated by the cypress trees, 

I absorbed its calm, natural beauty, 
Unaware of its continuous struggle 

Fascinated by the cypress trees, 
Observing its silent disappearance,
Unaware of its continuous struggle,   

Feeling the pain inside of me.

Observing its silent disappearance,
I absorbed its calm, natural beauty,

Feeling the pain inside of me,
While kayaking in the bayou. 



The bald cypress tree (Taxodium 
distichum) is a fascinating and pivotal 
organism in Louisiana’s unique environ-
ment.  Initially lauded for its beauty, du-
rability, and economic value, the tree was 
designated as the official state tree of 
Louisiana in 1963. This majestic tree pre-
sides over the swampy areas so unique to 
the state.  During our kayak trip, we got 
to experience firsthand the charm of cy-
press tree swamps. We saw the trees vital 
role in maintaining the extraordinary bio-
diversity of the swamps. The tree is truly 
an unforgettable and stunning symbol of 
the Louisiana landscape.

Today, the cypress tree also has cen-
tral role in many environmental concerns 
facing Louisiana. The issues related to 
coastal erosion, levees, endangered spe-
cies, canals, hurricanes, and global sea rise 
can all be seen from the perspective of a 
cypress tree. In specific swamps, the tree’s 
population has been declining. These 
trees are not being cut down, but instead 
they are drowning. The death of cypress 
trees in certain sensitive areas is from an 
abundance of water and salt. Louisiana’s 
extensive levee system has led to sub-
sidence and a diversion of water that is 
flooding the unique cypress tree swamps. 
Additionally Louisiana’s vast structure of 
canals and sea rise has caused salt water 

to reach these swamps. Once all the cy-
press trees die in a particular swamp, the 
area will become a marsh. The trees will 
no longer provide an important protec-
tion against hurricane force winds for hu-
man populations farther inland and pro-
vide a habitat for a number of organisms 
living in the swamp. 

The choice of the bald cypress tree 
as the state tree is very fitting. The tree 
can tell a story about Louisiana’s history. 
Surprisingly, the tree can also tell a story 
about Louisiana’s future. Our kayaking 
trip showed the reality of the death of 
cypress trees in certain sensitive swamps. 
Louisiana faces a daunting future when it 
comes to the environment based on re-
cent hurricane, coastal erosion, and sea 
rise trends found along the Louisiana 
coast. The cypress trees’ decline in the 
swamps seems to be an early predictor 
of the fate of the Louisiana landscape. 
For this reason the cypress tree is a useful 
and motivating tool in Louisiana’s devel-
opment of environmental policy. The tree 
is highly regarded in the state, and can be 
the catalyst for beneficial improvements 
made to combat many of the environ-
mental concerns threatening Louisiana.

Lousiana’s 
Tree

SEEDS 2015

AARON BERRYHILL
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I have always doubted my decision to study business. While I 
am passionate about the topics I learn in my marketing classes, 

certain norms of the business world have always left me in a state of 
cognitive dissonance. 

In our Econ 101 class, everyone is taught the concept of oppor-
tunity cost. It is very easy to identify the benefit of not hiring a new 
employee or the cost of purchasing a new machine. However, the 
cost of environmental damage is extremely difficult to define. Some 
impacts take a few years to reveal themselves, making this task even 
more challenging. 

During our trip, we had the opportunity to kayak through the 
swamp in New Orleans, Louisiana. That morning was one of the most 
peaceful and calm moments in my life. Each movement above the 
water was reflected on the black water, which was clean but filled 
with micro-organisms. At one point, we spotted an alligator that was 
too shy to even show its eyes. 

In the middle of the swamp, the tour guide delivered some dev-
astating news. “The cypress trees that you see right now will all die 
out in the next five to ten years.” A million question marks appeared 
in my mind. 

Since the 1930s, in order to build infrastructures to support 
the economic activities of the oil industry, rivers were dredged and 

countless cypress trees were removed. If this cypress forest had not 
been destroyed, these trees could have disrupted the wind during 
Hurricane Katrina and reduced the impact. Moreover, the levees have 
contributed to the dire land-loss issue in Louisiana.

 It is such an irony. So much money was spent to remove the 
free natural protectors for economic activities. And as a result, more 
money had to be spent to restore the natural destruction that could 
have otherwise been prevented. Also, now, we have to actively cre-
ate plans to restore the masses of land that we have lost. Otherwise, 
many economic activities will be hindered, and numerous residents 
will need to be reallocated. During one of our group reflection meet-
ings, a SEEDling said, “What we have created is now consuming us.” 

This tragedy could have been avoided if people had thought 
more carefully about the opportunity cost related to the environ-
ment. Unfortunately, land loss is just one of the many issues that calls 
attention to the question of ethics in the business world. Sometimes, 
we get too carried away by the profit ahead that we overlook the 
ethical issues involved. 

More importantly, we need to stop making decisions based on 
the instrumental value of what is around us, looking just at what we 
would gain or lose. The inherent value should suffice at times; for ex-
ample, the beauty and peace of the swamp that I experienced on the 
kayaking trip.  

Ethics and Values
LIANG YUN CHENG



AISHA FAROOQ
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T R I G G E R I N G   B E T T E R  C H I L D H O O D S
This past spring break I participated on the Students Engaging (in) 

and Enacting (a) Dialogue on Service SEEDS Trip to Louisiana where I 
learned about Public Health specifically Health Disparities.  I thought 
that I had a grasp on Public Health however this experience proved 
me wrong and led me on an unexpected journey. There was one dis-
cussion on gun violence that was presented at Tulane University that 
made me question what exactly Public Health is and what aspects it 
encompasses. This entire experience played a strong role in confirm-
ing that I was on the right track in pursuing Public Health. 

There were arguments that were made during this presentation 
regarding Public Health that left me upset, curious, and passionate 
more than ever. The impact that racial disparities and the geographic 
location of the children that grew up in New Orleans seemed to de-
termine their education level, their physical health, and most of all 
their future. They were both limited and disadvantaged to resources, 
income mobility, and job opportunities simply by the neighborhood 
they resided in. Young children in low income neighborhoods in New 
Orleans were living in circumstances that influenced them to pick up 
guns instead of books. Children that live with single mothers in low in-
come neighborhoods were said to have a lower attendance of school 
because although this type of family structure had guidance, it lacked 
the guidance of the father. The physical racial disparities that lay in 
neighborhoods could visibly be seen in the school we visited and the 
strict interaction that students have with teachers.

One particular saying that was mentioned by one of the profes-
sors that I took with me back to Richmond is you cannot make change 
by sitting in a café, you need to go to the most screwed up places there 
are because those are the places that can use change. To bluntly put 

it, those are the places where people fuck up because they are fucked 
over. This one saying resonated with me the most because it made me 
realize how fortunate and privilege I was to go to a school like the Uni-
versity of Richmond where I have the chance to carve a future of my 
own that allows me to move up. It made me realize how fortunate I 
was for the upbringing and environment that provided me with both 
guidance and nurturance to get me to where I am. 

However, it made me question the purpose and the methods that 
my education taught me when I was reflecting on a course I am cur-
rently taking; The Politics of Social Welfare.  This course showed the 
impact that poverty can have on one’s literacy level, one’s personal 
satisfaction with work, and one’s economic mobility. In majority of my 
courses we study data, theories, and philosophies of those that are 
disadvantaged and living in poverty. However, we rarely study the in-
dividual stories of those that are affected and how come to where they 
are. It is not enough work to sit in a library reading through data and 
books writing research papers, it is necessary to listen and see the situ-
ation and circumstances that surrounds an individual.

This experience made me look at the University of Richmond from 
a different perspective; I was able to see how significant the experienc-
es that I have outside of UR in the community in the neighborhoods 
where poverty exists. Academics cease to be empty knowledge that 
cannot be applied for the betterment of people if we don’t experience 
and see those places, those situations, and those circumstances that 
lead people to make what we would term as immoral decisions. It is 
crucial that we trigger a better childhood so guns are not triggered. 

                   Race: 
A four letter word that elicits more
          blood, sweat, and tears than wars

TOMI JEGEDE

Perhaps I’ve laid down the histrionics too soon, but our nation 
struggles to properly articulate the way race encompasses our 
society today. Race is difficult to talk about, even for a person of 
color. We tiptoe over the brutal reality of what it’s like to live with a 
high melanin production rate in order to remain obliviously polite. 
But all formalities should fall to the wayside when young black men 
are forced to watch their every movement in order to not get shot 
up on the block. During our SEEDS trip, I became aware of a certain 
fraternity chapter at Oklahoma University that gleefully sang about 
hanging blacks from trees over permitting them to enter into their 
elite, bigoted cohort of brotherhood.  Race has always had a way of 
intensifying the atmosphere in a room, making the uncomfortable 
shift in their chairs and hold their tongues. Unfortunately, it’s 2015 
and not 1863. This discussion is ongoing and still carries the same 
themes of societal oppression, white supremacy, and the lingering 
burdens of trauma that it has had for centuries. Although this topic 
is highly emotional and sometimes confusing, the Louisiana SEEDS 
group tackled it with grace and understanding.
Our discussion started with two public health officials while we 
were in New Orleans. They highlighted the depressing rates and 
statistics for the poor residents of color compared to the affluent 
whites in the community. Longer lifespans, better and faster access 
to healthcare – superior privileges due to factors that are beyond 

the grasp of what is changeable. How is it that a nation the toots 
some of the finest advances in medicine deserts the people who 
need it the most? The description made by the health officials 
portraying the declining health of people of color in the city of New 
Orleans left me seething and discontented. New Orleans serves as a 
microcosm of the pitfalls of our great American healthcare system. 
The most vulnerable and deserving of assistance are continuously 
put in difficult positions. It was a hard reality to swallow. 
We continued the discussion during our nightly reflections. I was 
encouraged by the thoughts of my peers and how well they posed 
their fears and anger at the system. The system of white institutions 
that neglect people of color who live on the fringes of poverty. 
There was relief in knowing I could share my concerns and the 
shortcomings of our nation in an environment that was support-
ive of my antiracism pontifications. Seeing how my peers tackled 
race head-on, asking the uncomfortable questions and putting 
everything on the table is what our nation needs to do. I’m not sure 
how that type of conversation can take place if people are not as 
willing as the SEEDS group to be honest about their experiences 
and thoughts. It gives me hope society is slowly moving towards 
a community that can talk about race more openly and with more 
certainty.
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I rember you was conflicted
Misusing your influence

Sometimes I did the same

Abusing my power full of resentment
Resentment that turned in to a 

deep depression
Found myself screaming a hotel 

room
I didn’t want to self-destruct

The evils of Lucy all around me
So I went running for answers

Until I came home
But that didn’t stop survivor’s guilt

Going back and forth
Trying to convince myself the stripes 

I earned
Or mabye how A-1 my foundation 

was

But while my loved ones was fighting
A continuous war back in the city

I was entering a new one

“

“

Kenrick Lamar
Hood Politics Outro

SEEDS 2015

I don’t consider myself an enthusiastic 
fan of hip-hop, but there are few rappers that 
I listen to; Kendrick Lamar is one of them. 
Kendrick’s main message in a lot of his best 
rap songs describes the unfortunate cir-
cumstance he was born into, where he was 
forced into living under a cycle of violence. 
A potentially “good kid”, Kendrick essentially 
had no choice but to experience a drug and 
violence filled life, because the environment 
around him forced him to live that way. 

I never really took his lyrics into account 
until visiting New Orleans this summer. On 
our second day in New Orleans, the SEEDs 
group visited Dr. Scharf at LSU New Orleans, 
where we had a discussion on gun violence 
in the city of New Orleans. We discussed why 
the crime rate in New Orleans has stayed 
constant throughout the years with no al-
leviation. It was shocking to hear stories of 
how a sixteen year old kid could commit 
three homicides. I was utterly speechless. I 
had heard about these things before, but to 
be with the people who worked with these 
kinds of cases and experienced these kinds 
of things elucidated the reality of the situa-
tion to me. 

GOOD KIDS, 
M.A.A.D CITY

DANIEL KWON

Poor black families are forced to live in 
the “rough parts” of New Orleans because 
the housing is cheaper. The parent(s) of the 
families have to work all day in low paying 
jobs in order to provide food for their chil-
dren. The children grow up without much 
supervision or discipline, and after school, 
have nothing better to do except hang out 
with their older brothers or cousins. These 
are older brothers and cousins are affiliated 
with gangs, and in turn, these children grow 
up being influenced by the gang life, and 
eventually, many make it their identity. It 
becomes what they live for. Gang life is filled 
with not only dangerous amounts of drugs, 
but an increased possibility of death through 
violence. These innocent “good kids”, grow 
up to become murderers, and there are few 
alternative options for them to not submit to 
this kind of lifestyle.

I am by no means a photographer, 
and nor do I want to be, but this was a very 
poignant image that I saw in a rougher part 
of New Orleans. Someone had tagged this 
on the building of a house, and to me, it 
summed up everything that we had learned 
about the cyclical violence that existed not 
only in New Orleans, but in communities all 
throughout the world. Children who, if raised 
in a safer and more nurturing environment, 
would have had more successful lives are 
subjugated to their environment. They be-
come “fucked up because they are fucked 
over”. (quote from Dr. Scharf) The most im-
portant thing that I took away from SEEDs 
was not the information. It was the future 
employment of that information. What could 
I do, now and in the future, to contribute to 
the solution of this issue, and many more? 
I still don’t have that answer. I don’t even 
know if I ever will find the answer to break 
the wheel that has been rolling for years. But 
having that kind of resolve will not be help-
ful to anyone. If I can contribute even a little 
bit, and perhaps save one person’s life from 
it, then my life will at least have some kind of 
meaning. I was blessed to be born in a place 
where the cycle of violence did not directly 
affect me growing up. So recognizing and 
using this privilege, I want to live to help fix 
this social justice issue so others do not suffer 
from it in the future.
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       The opportunity to join twenty one students on a weeklong trek to a 
land where the extraordinary comes to life was one that I could not pass 
up and will forever cherish. It is a place that I had visited a few times be-
fore, but this time was different. This time I saw New Orleans through a 
different lens, one that encompassed the many facets of its identity and 
the hope it brings to the people who both live there and come to visit.  I 
do confess that it was most advantageous to be surrounded by students 
who have infectious enthusiasm, a consciousness beyond their years, and 
who see the world through fresh eyes and openness.
      New Orleans is home to a rich and vibrant culture, a distinct place 
that you will not find anywhere else. The city embodies its people who 
have a deep sense of pride and community. The citizens are generous 
and passionate. However, it has a future that is very uncertain. It is one of 
the fastest eroding coastlines on Earth. It is predicted that by 2100, that 
the sea along the coastline in Southeast Louisiana will rise between four 
and five feet. It is city full contradictions. You will see both poverty and 
astonishing wealth; racial segregation and a beautiful mixing of diversity; 
violence and collective celebration.  And yet, there is a spirit to the city 
that plays an integral role to its resiliency and rootedness. 
      This enduring life force was evident in all people that we met through-
out our week long exploration. Each person openly shared their experi-
ences and with that came a message of hope. We listened to stories of 
courage, of love and challenge.  We witnessed the interdependence be-
tween land, people, and community and the reciprocal nature that must 
exist in order to survive.
      During our stay in Dulac, a community set in the bayous of Terre-
bonne Parish where there is more water dry land, we met a man named 
Reverend Kirby Verret. He greeted us with open arms and invited us to 
be a part if his congregation for the day at Clanton Chapel. He struck me 
as a man full of humility and integrity.  These very characteristics came 
across in his preaching. He was delighted to see us, even though we 
were outsiders he fully embraced us as if we were community members 
for years as he declared, “There are no strangers in life, just friends we 
have not met yet.” The lessons he imparted on us were simple and yet 
true and profound. After spending part of the day with him, he gifted us 
with a walking stick, reminding us that life is a journey; the goal is not the 
destination but rather the process of learning to enjoy the unraveling of it 
all. I believe we all walked away remembering the importance of slowing 
down, being present and listening to our fellow travelers. 
      Before leaving Dulac, we stopped to spend some time with Brenda 
Dardar Robichaux, the former principle chief of the Houma Nation.  
Brenda lead the tribe comprised of roughly 17,000 members for thirteen 
years. Today, she is working on making her community more sustainable 
for future generations whether it is through social activism and fighting 
for environmental justice or working with Indian Education. Most the 
Houma community lives in direct path of the Gulf Stream which makes 
rebuilding a challenge. Any change in the environment can threaten 
their survival. Much of the community depends and lives off the land, so 
events like Hurricane Katrina and the BP Oil Spill have devastating eco-
nomic, social and spiritual impacts on their livelihood.  In addition, the 
Houma Nation is a federally unrecognized tribe, making compensation 
from these          disasters almost impossible. And yet, talking with Bren-
da, she displays nothing but strength and conviction. She remarks, 

       Brenda speaks of the importance of embracing the future genera-
tions to come and the hope that lies in these individuals. She reminds 
us that we inherit the future, the decisions we make now will be with 
us as we grow, for it is up to us to decide how we want to live. Brenda 
encourages us to remember all of the stories that we hear and use them 
to work on improving the quality of the lives of others and our own. She 
states, “Take what you see and the concerns that you have and incorpo-
rate them in what you do and how you live your life and influence your 
community.”  As we leave this beautiful bayou behind and head for the 
Big Easy, our minds are wrapped around the idea that we as individuals 
can collectively change the direction of our future to one that is more just 
and inclusive one choice at a time. 
      The contrast is remarkable as we make our way into the city. The 
quiet, simple and remote land turns into highways which turn into a 
crowded city busy with people, night clubs and grand architecture. It is 
in New Orleans that we met Bob Marshall and Marie Gould. They are a 
dynamic and passionate couple who have dedicated themselves to edu-
cating the community of the priceless value of our land and country. Bob, 
a Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist who has covered stories of environ-
mental issues of Louisiana’s wetlands informs us of the reality of coastal 
erosion and its effect not only on this area but also our nation.  Since the 
1930s construction of levees and canals were built in order to dredge 
for oil and gas. While this has provided an economy for many it has also 
destroyed half of Louisiana’s coastal wetlands and the organisms that rely 
on the delicate balance of this ecosystem. As land is being lost so are all 
the wealth of resources that come from this once pristine area – wildlife, 
fish, relic forests, people’s homes and the port that many states rely on 
for this nonrenewable energy product. This information is not easy to 
digest and yet it is something that we must look at not down the road but 
now. As Bob says:
 

        Solutions for such a systemic problem are not ones that will come 
overnight. There is currently a master plan that will take fifty years to 
implement and fifty million dollars to fund. One might get overwhelmed 
by this aspect but again, it is in the optimistic words expressed by those 
fighting this cause that remind me of my own courage and fills me with 
resolution. This saying shared by Bob is one that I could not agree with 
more, “If you think you are too small to make a difference, sleep in a tent 
with a mosquito,”    
       During this time in New Orleans our ideals and values were tested, 
our comfort zones were stretched and we wrestled with privilege, power 
and inequalities. I think we learned a few key ideas that we will be able 
to apply to the rest of our lives – ask why, be present, challenge perspec-
tives that we have, be comfortable being uncomfortable and bring all 
that we experienced home. However, I think most importantly we came 
to understand the value of relationships and listening to one another. It 
is through these relationships that the process of change can occur and 
allows the breaking down of old paradigms. It is in hearing others stories 
that we may be inspired to change the way we perceive reality, the way 
we see ourselves and the way we make choices to create a bright and just 
future.

   HEATHER ASHTON

“If you are not a part of 
the solution, you are part 

of the problem.”

“You must find the blessings that 
come from every day, in good times 

and in tragedy.”
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“If you really want to create change, go 
to the most screwed up place there is 
to go;  you can’t make change happen 

from a cafe.”
                              -Dr. Peter Scharf 



““We must 
accept finite 

disappointment, 
but never lose 
infinite hope.

Martin Luther King Jr.

FROM 
NEW ORLEANS

TO RVA

SEEDS 2015

As we drove through New Orleans’ 
Lower Ninth Ward, signs of the lasting im-
pact of Hurricane Katrina and the failure of 
the city’s levees were ubiquitous.  Caved-in 
roofs, boarded-up windows, and deserted 
streets were visible reminders of the extreme 
destruction that Katrina brought to this part 
of New Orleans.  Moreover, they sharply illus-
trated the reality that only 30% of the neigh-
borhood’s residents have returned since 
the natural and manmade disaster in 2005.  
Amidst the rotting plywood and chipping 
paint on one of the deserted homes that we 
passed on our drive, I spotted a boarded-up 
window with a simple message hand-paint-
ed on the wood in bright colors: “HOPE.”  

This moment serves as a microcosm 
for my SEEDS experience in Louisiana.  
Against a background of seemingly endless 

challenges, I continually found messages of 
hope.  As Pastor Kirby and Pastor Gary told 
us about the discrimination they faced as 
Houma Native Americans in Dulac, Louisiana, 
they simultaneously preached love, unity, 
and friendship.  As Brenda and Dr. Mike 
shared their frustrations about the lack of 
an appropriate federal response to the BP 
oil spill of 2010, it was clear that no set back 
would stop them from continuing to fight 
for justice.  Despite New Orleans’ high rate of 
gang-related gun violence, Dr. Scharf and his 
public health students are working diligently 
to find sustainable solutions to violent 
crime.  Despite extreme health disparities 
that fall along racial lines, leaders at the New 
Orleans Health Department are innovating 
to “institutionalize a social justice lens” in 
government departments across the city 
and state.  

On the plane to Louisiana, I decided to 
write my first journal entry focusing on ex-
pectations and preconceived notions.  I men-
tioned personal thoughts, feelings and goals 
regarding the SEEDS project as a whole.  
Looking back at the entry a week and a half 
later, I genuinely feel fulfilled.  I have accom-
plished my goal: “to look for ways to do the 
same in Richmond.” 

As simple and primitive as it sounds, 
reaching that goal was a struggle for me 
during the whole week.  Our first stay was 
in the Dulac Community Center.  During the 
three days at Dulac, we had the opportunity 
to attend Clanton Chapel United Methodist 
Church, speak with Pastor Kerby and Pastor 
Gary, and also visit Brenda and Mike.  They 
enriched us with incredible stories of difficul-
ties and successes of the Native Americans in 
the past, specifically the Houma Nation, and 
how the recent disasters affected their well-
beings and living conditions.  We also served 
the community by assisting a lady named 
Stacy in the Dulac thrift store.  Through this 
experience, I was able to have a better un-
derstanding of how life was in Dulac, but 
most importantly, engage in a stranger’s life 
and see their passion for their community.  
When Tuesday morning came and we were 
on our way to New Orleans, I sat in the car 
pondering about how I have gained so much 
from listening to our new friends, but still 
have nothing to bring back to Richmond. 

 It was not until our Wednesday night 
group reflection that I started to realize the 
answer.  New Orleans was, to say the least, 
the best-place-to-get-lost-in-an-unfamiliar-
city ever!  Great food, amazing entertain-
ments, and unique people.  During our stay 
in NOLA, we walked the French Quarter and 
Bourbon Street, sat in a gun violence class 
at LSU, kayaked in the gorgeous Shell Banks 
swamp, assisted in the New Orleans Public 
Library, listen to two professional Health Care 
workers, learn about the coastal destruction 
from Bob Marshall and his wife, Marie, visit 
Langston Hughes charter school, and finally 
toured the Lower Ninth Ward.  Though the 
whole NOLA trip was summarized in one 
sentence, I could write essays on each one 
of those experiences.  One of the discussions 

during our Wednesday night group meeting 
was our reflections on the gun violence class.  
In the middle of the reflections, I mentioned 
how in Richmond, we are not knowledgea-
ble of the gun violence issues due to the fact 
that those issues do not leave a direct impact 
in our lives on the Richmond campus.  It hit 
home for me, because we were sitting in 
New Orleans, Louisiana, gaining so much in-
formation about Louisiana’s social and envi-
ronmental issue from incredible individuals, 
when we have several issues unknown to the 
public right at home in Richmond, Virginia.  

If I were to summarize what I’m taking 
back to Richmond, I would say these two 
things: (2) the knowledge about the strug-
gles and issues of Native Americans within 
Dulac and the unfavorable fate of the citi-
zens of New Orleans – Now that I have been 
given this information, I have the obligation 
and the privilege to inform others through 
meaningful dialogues and the power of so-
cial media, (2) the idea that Richmond has 
devastating issues that are not recognized 
by Richmond students or the public in gen-
eral – It could be that we are too busy as 
students or we are just completely ignorant 
of the social or environmental issues in Rich-
mond that we do not take the time to have 
the experience to fully engage in the com-
munity or simply research about our city’s 
main difficulties.  It does not take a plane 
ride to make an impact to the society.  Look 
around because there are a lot to see.  

Reading that entry on the first day and 
now having the words and ideas to share 
with others reiterated the importance of dia-
logue and service.  I was able to offer some-
thing to the community through physical 
and mental service, while also taking back 
countless ideas and inspirations through the 
dialogues that took place.  SEEDS was an ex-
perience that I will carry with me not only to 
Richmond but also to every place I will go to.

JOANNA DELA MERCED



HO
PE
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What brings me hope is not nec-
essarily these particular people or ini-
tiatives.  Rather, I have hope because 
these particular people—people who 
intimately know the depth and inten-
sity of Louisiana’s challenges—repre-
sent many more who share the same 
hope for Louisiana’s future despite its 
past and current problems.  Devoting 
your life to a cause when you know 
you can make a difference is admi-
rable.  But being an ally and fighting 
for social and environmental justice 
in the face of challenges so great that 
you can only hope to effect change is 
profoundly inspiring.  While my SEEDS 
trip to Louisiana opened my eyes to 
painful, previously unseen injustices, 
it simultaneously brought me hope by 
introducing me to people who believe 
that stronger, healthier, more united 
communities are possible in spite of 
extreme challenges.  While it is naive 
to believe that simply because peo-
ple have care and have hope, change 
will come, it is equally naive to believe 
that change can come in the absence 
of either.  HANNAH LEEDLE

“ “The best way to find yourself is 
to lose yourself in the 

service of others
Mahatma Gandhi
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ISWHAT 
SERVICE 
MEANS 
TO ME



Service is a 
gift to me, 
not from 

me.

“ “

 After completing this trip and reflecting 
upon what service really means to me, I have con-
cluded that service is more than just the physical 
act of helping other people. Although it is a critical 
component, and it wouldn’t constitute as service 
without the volunteering aspect, another essen-
tial part is to understand people’s story. Anyone 
can go and help a person or a community blindly 
without actually being aware of the systematic 
problems at hand. However, this is just merely a 
good deed. If that individual doing the volunteer-
ing can learn about the deep rooted issues that 
contribute to why there is a problem, then the 
knowledge that one ascertains – along with the 
physical action of volunteering – allows the in-
dividual to go back and understand more of the 
fundamental underlying principles that impact a 
person or community. 

Understanding the story behind why some-
thing happens is equally important because it 
gives an opportunity for the person doing the 
service to connect with those with whom they are 
helping, and have a more nuanced perception of 
the world around them. 

 For me, I certainly was able to take this 
idea and apply it to myself. For instance, I helped 
this woman rebuild her house after it was flooded. 
Beyond that, however, I knew that many reasons 
why her house was flooded was due to the fact 
she was unable to afford to have high stilts for her 
house. These issues sub sequentially involve con-
sidering the biosocial reasons as to why she was 
unable to afford the high stilts for her house. In the 
end, I was not only able to help this woman with 
rebuilding, I was able to understand her story with 
how she got to the position she is today. To me, 
that is what service is ultimately about. 

Dr. Mike
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Every year on SEEDS we meet a number of incred-
ible people in the communities we visit and serve. Some 
of them are new each year, and some we have spoken 
with all nine years of our existence. These people range 
from community members whose houses we work on, 
professors who are willing to let us join their classes, ac-
tivists who share their stories and experiences, neighbors 
in the areas we are working, to the very people who run 
the community centers and service organizations we 
partner with. They always shape our trips in unexpected 
ways, and this rotating cast of characters is part of what 
makes each SEEDS trip unique and exquisite. 

This year’s SEEDS Louisiana trip was packed with 
more people than any other trip I’ve experienced, and 
as a result we did more listening than usual. This abun-
dance of incredible people sharing their wisdom and 
experience was part of what made this trip the perfect 
culmination to my SEEDS experience. These people have 
made careers out of fighting the very social justice is-
sues we are committed to exploring. Not only were they 
able to share their expertise on the problems they tackle 
every day, but they provided a glimpse of what a future 
built around social justice and community engagement 
looks like. 

When I decided I wanted to write about the people 
that shaped our trip, my list quickly grew too large to be 
manageable: Reverend Kirby and Reverend Gary, Mary 
from the Dulac Community Center, Brenda and Dr. Mike, 
Bob Marshall and his wonderful wife Marie, Liz Burpee 
and Dr. Joe Kanter from the NOLA Health Department, 
Dr. Scharf and the guests he invited to his LSU Gun Vio-
lence class, Ms. Z at Langston Hughes Academy, Peyton 
at HandsOn, Ariel from the NOLA public library, and sev-
eral AmeriCorps members we encountered. 

I noticed recurring themes popping up in our 
conversations, prompted by both our questions and 
brought up by the people we were talking with. We 
asked about how they ended up where they were, and 
got several stories detailing the non-linear life paths 
that introduced them to different issues, communities, 
organizations, and ways of thinking. Several of our 
speakers reflected on struggles to prioritize or even 
recognize the importance of self-care, something 
especially relevant to people who are continually worn down 
fighting systemic issues and often in underfunded and understaffed 
organizations. As a group we debated the binary of success vs failure 
and what that means when working on social and environmental 
justice issues that will not be resolved within our lifetimes. Several 
of our speakers encouraged us to reflect on what our own skills and 
passions are, and then look for ways to apply those to the issues we 
encounter in the world.  Through these conversations I was able to 
gain a better picture of what my life after college (sadly less than a 
month away) might look like. 

I believe this experience was especially powerful for me be-
cause not only was I experiencing it personally, but the other 21 
wonderful SEEDlings in the group were as well. I can honestly say 
I get more sentimental than I expect imagining this group of intel-
ligent, inquisitive, and passionate people moving out into the world 
and becoming the change agents we were so inspired by. This be-
came clear to me during our discussion with Dr. Joe Kanter about 
shifting the NOLA Health Department’s focus to community clinics 
and preventative medicine. A student asked how he expected to get 
doctors to forgo hefty salaries and more prestigious positions in or-

der to staff these clinics in underserved communities. Dr. Cantor an-
swered that he didn’t worry about it at all, because most doctors he 
knew were doctors primarily for that purpose, to fix a broken system 
and provide care to those who needed it most. His frank answer was 
unexpected and reinvigorating for me. Looking around the room, I 
hoped I was correct that the people I was on this trip with were the 
very same people Dr. Kanter had so much faith in. These were the 
future change agents who would lead their lives according to the 
values and passion that brought them to New Orleans. 

This SEEDS trip has provided me with a plethora of mentors and 
role models to look up to when shaping my future. I hope that the 
same can be said for my fellow participants, and everyone on the 
other trip as well. If the fantastic work currently being done by our 
SEEDS alumni is any indication, I believe they will be the next gen-
eration of change agents, and I am happy to have learned, served, 
laughed, wopped, and explored alongside this inspiring group of 
people. 

LEARNING TO LIVE A LIFE OF SERVICE



      In the wake of my third and final SEEDS trip to 
Louisiana, I find myself reflecting upon our nativity 
and trajectory. What a divine sapling we’ve started 
to become! As we move into our tenth year of 
operation, I can’t help but stand in awe of the dy-
namic relationships we’ve managed to build in the 
communities of Louisiana and West Virginia. This year 
SEEDS made an active attempt to spread that com-
munity a little more abundantly back home in Rich-
mond, piloting our first RVA fall break experience. 
      While SEEDS has certainly always emphasized ty-
ing our takeaways back to Richmond, the fall break 
experience served to formally inject ourselves into 
the institutions, communities, and issues of our River 
City. As Louisiana Trip Chair, I particularly found the 
connections and parallels between Richmond and 
New Orleans impactful to reflect on. 
     As the largest and second largest slave trade 
capitals of the US, respectively, New Orleans and 
Richmond provide a poignant look at the legacy 
and impact of white supremacy. Sometimes these 
issues can be difficult to grapple with, particularly 
for our white participants who may be learning 
about notions of white privilege and systemic white 
supremacy for the first time. These conversations are 
certainly difficult to have, but it’s been a pleasure 
seeing participants step into these dialogues with 
open minds over the years. 
     The SEEDS Fall Breakers had the opportunity to 
walk part of the Richmond Slave Trail, culminating at 
the Richmond Slavery Reconciliation Statue. As we 
stopped by the slave burial grounds and prison in 
Shockoe Bottom, I couldn’t help but ruminate on the 
covert mechanisms of city “progress” in steamroll-
ing cultural and historical impressions left by slavery. 
While the burial site was saved from its fate as a 
parking lot, it’s alarming how dissociated these rich, 
culturally significant landmarks have become from 
the social fabric of the city. In a city with about 50% 
of the population being black according to the 2010 
census ; a city that operated as the capital of the 
Confederacy; and a city that operated as a major 
port for the importation of African slaves; this system-

atic sweeping-under-the-rug is a large disservice to the city as a whole. We are not only neglecting to celebrate 
the resiliency of the continually marginalized communities of color, but also failing to appropriately afford dignity 
to the lives of deceased slaves and black ancestors. 
     Understandably, many may see the connections Richmond and New Orleans have to the legacy of slavery 
as unsavory. However this does not insinuate erasure (or paralyzing guilt, for that matter). Instead, as engaged 
members and allies of these communities, it should be our prerogative as privileged individuals to acknowledge 
our ties to the legacy of slavery and white supremacy, check those ties, and utilize what is presented to us as 
tools for combatting institutional continuations of these sociocultural parasites. Those who find themselves in front 
of this Herculean task may feel utterly useless. Please find consolation in knowing there is a longstanding history 
of agitating the racist infrastructure of the US. Find solace in those who you find standing beside you, working in 
solidarity to dismantle the tentacles of institutionalized oppression. As an organization, SEEDS finds itself charged 
with engaging in dialogue with these communities, actively listening for ideas of what our solidarity should look 
like. After three years, I can’t help but smile at the chorus of community voices I find still signing the song of 
liberation, resistance, and empowerment into my humbled ears. 
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A WALK WITH LEGACY:
CONTEMPLATING HISTORICAL ERASURE AND WHITE SOLIDARITY

    WESLEY MEREDITH

“Failure is not the 
absence of success, 
and it does not mean 
you are not on a 
valuable trajectory.”

 -Wesley Meredith
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Saturday
Traveled to Big Creek People in Action 
(McDowell County, WV)

Sunday
Service with BCPIA
Flat footing with Chester

Monday
Service with BCPIA
Visit Berwind lake
Hiking

Tuesday
Service with BCPIA
Conversation with Scottie

Wednesday
Depart BCPIA
Kayford Mountain
Meeting with Judge Berger
Arrive at Kanawha City Comm. Center

Thursday
Service with Manna Meal, Convenant 
House, and St. John’s

Friday
Depart Charleston
Tour of Dominion Chesterfield 
Powerplant

Saturday
Group SEEDS reflection on campus

Big Creek People in Action 
(BCPIA)
Keeper of the Mountains 
The Covenant House
St. John’s Church, Manna Meal 
Program

SCHEDULE PARTNERS

SPECIAL THANKS
Marsha Timpson
Scottie
Chester
Elise Keaton
Kanawha City Comm. Center
Judge Irene Berger
Anne Barth 
Jean Simpson
Phil Hainen
Lynn Watts
Donna Hamra
Dominion Power
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AUSTIN WINKLER

  MERCY DELA MERCED
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One life lesson I learned through this 
SEEDS trip in West Virginia is to 
appreciate the beauty of our lives, no 
matter what is currently going on in 

our lives.  The West Virginians did this beautifully 
with their positivity and willingness to share their 
life stories.  Coming into this trip, I had a precon-
ceived notion that West Virginians would gener-
ally not be very optimistic because of the tough 
situation in their state centered around coal and 
poverty.  However, I was shocked to learn, through 
every encounter I had with the locals, about how 
optimistic they are in their situations and how 
proud they are of their land. They have learned that 
it is important to make the best of their situations, 
and that says a lot about the genuine character of 
these people.

As we helped restore her dilapidated 
house by painting some of the rooms, 
we got to meet Crystal and learn of 
her situation. It was a joy to see how 

happy she was to have us helping her with her 
house. She mentioned how she moved her family 
from the town of War to about 30 minutes outside 
because of the drug problem. Another quote from 
Crystal that stuck with me was, “Even when no 
one is around, someone is there.” She mentioned 
this when talking about the fact that her dogs, 
while they sometimes get on her nerves, are always 
good company especially when her children and 
husband are gone all day. Crystal’s contentment 
with her dogs’ company displays how some West 
Virgiians show contagious optimism about their 

situations.  

Going along with this optimism, I 
noticed the extent to which West 
Virginians were welcoming to us 
complete strangers.  They were more 

“real” than other populations, and it was refreshing 
to be able to get to know these people’s life stories.  
In Charleston, I talked to many people at Manna 
Meal who had come to Charleston from faraway 
places such as Los Angeles and Brooklyn to take 
care of their families as well as for other reasons.  I 
also talked to an extremely entertaining gentleman 
who worked at the clothing store next to Manna 
Meal.  It was a joy to learn about his path from New 
York to West Virginia and to see how proud he is 
of his niece, who is going to college on a scholar-
ship.  He had a way about him that made me want 
to learn so much more about him in the limited 
time that we had together. It was awesome to see 
how passionate some of these people were about 
telling us their life stories. It also showed how they 
just wanted companionship and someone to talk 
to, a theme that was talked about a lot throughout 
the week. 

Ultimately, this experience made me 
want to learn to take life one day at 
a time and stay more optimistic even 
if I might not be having the best day. 

I hope to carry these positive experiences and 
emotions back with me to help the University of 
Richmond community become a more cohesive 
unit, similar to the West Virginians’ sense of com-
munity. I saw this sense of community when Crys-

tal said that her neighbor was so open and trusting 
that they gave her the keys to their house to check 
up on the house and feed the dogs only about a 
week after she moved into this new neighborhood.  
Happiness ultimately does help relieve stress, so 
this can help our student population manage their 
stress better.

I have also learned to appreciate the beauty of 
our land as well.  Land was a major topic in 
West Virginia, and the people had a tremen-
dous tie to the land and show positivity in 

supporting it no matter what. The West Virginians 
are proud of their families and the memories that 
have been made on their land, and they hope to 
stay on this land to create new memories. I hope 
to be able to appreciate how beautiful of a campus 
University of Richmond is in my last couple of 
months here.  

This SEEDS trip had an inspirational 
impact on me, leading me to pursue 
a life filled with more happiness and 
to find beauty in places where beauty 

is not expected.  I hope to be able to continue 
these thoughts and actions that I found important 
through SEEDS, including reflections, community 
building, and service to name a few, at the Univer-
sity of Richmond and beyond.    

        

BEAUTY(AND OPTIMISM)
IS IN 

THE EYE OF THE BEHOLDER 

I have nothing

House scattered in a million pieces

Swept away by ruthless riptides

Souls of loved ones swallowed by the ravenous river

Along with the church’s steeple

O God, where are you in the midst of this?

What have we done to deserve such destruction?

Some say that the problem lies in the mines

And when whole mountaintops are removed

All I know is that coal is life

I have everything

Friends, family, community-- home

Broken pieces united as one

Each sharing a hand and a heart

Our roots run deep; we shall not be moved

Together we’ll rebuild and solve this mystery

Of healing nature and hearts of greed

This land is ours and we’re here to stay

The land will dry up and soon you’ll see me

Walking these country roads again

Home 



DEAR 
LIL

 NATALIE

 ABIGAL SOHKHLET
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I don’t think you are aware of the impact 
you made on me, considering you are only 
three right now. Interacting with you, your 
mom, Amy and Blue was the best part of 
my trip to WV. Do you remember that paint 
brush we used to paint your grandma’s ceil-
ing up? Imagine it all worn out from over-
painting, it would be pretty much unusable, 
you just cannot work with a dried up brush 
whose bristles are almost gone from all that 
primer and paint. Now imagine that damp 
cloth Buster gave us to wipe drops of paint 
away. Imagine wiping away drops of that 
dried up paint and then dunking it in a buck-
et filled up with water or thinner to clean all 
that dried up paint and then putting bristles 
back on it. The paintbrush would be usable 
again, just like new. The paintbrush is me 
and that bucket of water/thinner and damp 
cloth is you and your mom. My insides were 
beyond a prune and you rejuvenated me. So 
thank you. The relationship you have with 
your mom is a relationship I hear friends talk 
about, pastors preach and which tv shows 
displayed. A loving mother and her loved 
daughter. I was rejuvenated from just being 
able to observe the both of you. Some folks 
think that having hundreds of stacks of pa-
per with presidents’ faces on them is what 
wealth is, but I disagree, the daughter-moth-
er bond that you have is beyond any billion-
aire’s wealth. Your close relationships, your 
warm family, your tightly woven community 
is what is needed more in life. Just being 
in your household doing the paint job was 
refreshing. My batteries are fully charged 
again, my bucket is filled up, my insides no 
longer shriveled up. I’m not very good with 
words so I don’t know how else to describe 
what the interaction with you and your mom 
gave me. All I can say to sum it up was it was 
divinely beautiful. We all need to learn to 
have a loving and caring community amidst 
calamities as well as good fortunes. I had never met Marsha before that night, 

nor was I fully aware that she was the head of 
Big Creek People in Action, the community 
center where we were staying that organized 
our service trips in McDowell, West Virginia.  I 
knew her simply as the woman with the kind 
eyes, the genuine laugh, and the constantly 
crossed arms.  When I headed her way to intro-
duce myself, what I thought would be a short 
conversation turned into a beautiful moment 
between the two of us and one of the absolute 
highlights of my trip.

“Oh Sweetheart 
I’m a hugger

not a handshaker.

Give me a hug.”

MASHA
**This entry is dedicated to the 

life of Marsha’s sister who passed 
away in her home after a long 

battle with cancer on March 9th 
2015, the day after my conversa-
tion with Marsha took place.**

   EMILY SMITH

Thank you.
Your loving ceiling painter,

Abby-Poo
/

Abligal
/

Abby
/

Abigait

Our conversation moved from America’s 
Next Top Model to Dollywood to hardships 
in her life and, of course, back to Dollywood.  
With each story I was amazed in Marsha’s abil-
ity to be so vulnerable in front of a stranger.  
How could she trust me so easily?  How was 
she able to open up in ways in which I rarely 
do with my friends?  

I always try to be genuine, to treat others 
with dignity and respect, and to be there for 
others.  But never have I been able to be open 
about my own experiences, my own story.  It 
was not until my talk with Marsha that I real-
ized how damaging such a wall can be.  It 
prevents such magical moments like this one 
from occurring.  It creates friendships that are 
one sided and not as meaningful as they could 
be.  Most importantly, it prevents my story 
from being heard.

Marsha lost ten close family members 
between October and March the year before.  
She is a single mother who still takes care of 
her grown son, Tyler, who has Asperger’s Syn-
drome and Schizophrenia disorder.  And ear-
lier that day Marsha had visited her sister in the 
hospital, trying to find a way her sister could 
return home for her final moments.  Marsha 
never hid behind a false exterior that every-
thing was fine and dandy.  She was honest.  
She was real.  Never was she ashamed or em-
barrassed by the adversity in her life; instead, 
she was proud. 

As I reflect on my time with SEEDS, I realize 
I want to not only pass on the stories I gained, 
but also the way and style in which I learned 
such stories.  It’s okay to be vulnerable.  In fact, 
it’s refreshing to step away from that perfect 
student each of us at the University of Rich-
mond tries to emulate.  Instead, I want to be 
more like Marsha.  I want to be a storyteller too.
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McDowell Co., WV—The fog was set low to 
the ground as we made our way up a wind-
ing mountain road freckled with potholes 
and mounds of coal. “We’re surely in West Vir-
ginia now,” I thought to myself as I clutched 
the side of the van, my fingernails digging in 
harder with each narrowly avoided encoun-
ter. Ever since the decline of coal mining, 
“coal towns” speckled across the state have 
lost their businesses, which caused the lo-
cal economies to slow to a pace that nears 
a complete standstill. The only noise comes 
from a train in the distance struggling to 
haul its load of West Virginia coal to a refin-
ing plant located in another state or region 
- a constant removal of resources and an out-
sourcing of labor. 

Roads broken and deteriorating. Abandoned 
coal mines. Remnants of what once was. 

I remember realizing in that moment just 
how reflective the scenery was in West Vir-
ginia of the exploitative and coercive nature 
of governments and policies that favor en-
ergy companies over the needs of the local 
residents. 
Sedans and SUVs of local residents flew past 
our solemn caravan during our journey, tak-
ing each twist and turn of the road as if they 
had done it a thousand times. I would later 
come to know that this seemingly outland-
ish estimate was actually quite accurate. 
Over the course of the week we discovered 
that people born in McDowell County do not 
leave, no matter how stagnant the economy 
and lifestyle appears to be. There is a strong 
tie to the community of McDowell County, 
evident in the number of multigenerational 
households. The land serves as an anchor, 
holding the family unit in its place.

The community in West Virginia consistently 
surprised me, because even under the most 
destitute of conditions the people show tre-
mendous amounts of pride and resilience. 
However, the issues that are facing commu-
nities like the ones we interacted with and 
got to know in McDowell County, are pushed 
aside and forgotten. They are seen as a thing 
to be bought or paid off with a lump sum of 
money, because mining and pipelines and 
mountain top removal are more important 
than the wellbeing of small communities 
nestled into the sides of mountains in the 
heart of Appalachia. These communities do 
not have a voice in policy and politics. They 
are seen as collateral damage. These com-
munity members have so much to give, and 
the rest of us have so much to learn from 
them. They are not collateral damage. They 
have voices. It is up to the rest of us to spread 
the word, to unearth the truth and shake off 
the dust from communities like McDowell 
County so that they can be remembered and 
revered as the home of wondrous natural re-
sources and breathtaking landscapes rather 
than resources waiting to be tapped. No, 
the people of West Virginia are not collateral 
damage. They are alive, and they truly em-
body what is so wild and wonderful about 
West Virginia. 

KAYFORD
 MOUNTAIN

CATHERINE CUNHA

TOP
   REMOVAL
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Of the many questions that stuck with me from the 
West Virginia SEEDS trip was this: “At what cost, and for 
whom is it cheap to produce coal?”

Elise, an activist for Keepers Of The Mountain gave an 
anecdote to us on Kayford Mountain that brought this 
very question to the fore. 

During a devastating leak from a coal extraction site, 
Elise was bringing drinkable water from out of town 
to people in affected areas.  A gruff man approached 
her and asked her whom she was with, snorting at her 
“tree hugger” affiliation. He took some water anyways 
though, and presented Elise with a plate of deer sau-
sage. She gratefully ate the venison while the man ex-
plained to her that he produces the deer meat himself 
and sells it all over the world. Initially, Elise thought it 
was promising to see a local business making profit on 
something besides coal mining. On the other hand, 
she thought about how the man’s product was very 
likely to be contaminated by the very toxins that were 
the result of the mining industry which leaked chemi-
cals into the Elk River.  

The effects of coal are incredibly pervasive, and no 
one’s livelihood who lives in proximity to the mines is 
unaffected. The meaning of Elise’s story is inherently 
complex; West Virginian pride and tradition are rooted 
in the mines, even as it as stopped producing wealth 
for the state and poisons the resources. People’s lives 
are the collateral damage resulting from the coal min-
ing industry. 

What is the true cost of coal mining?  The health of in-
dividuals who dare to drink water from the tap. Moun-
tain tops that are destroyed beyond repair. The deg-
radation of sources of economic independence. The 
increasing rates of birth defects for children yet to be 
born. Is West Virginia too steeped in the pride to refuse 
the line of fire being directed at them? These urgent 
questions are the ones we ought to be asking when 
reflecting on stories like Elise’s.

 “At what cost, and for whom is it cheap to produce 
coal?”

IZ
ZY

 P
EZ

ZU
LO
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Lost priorities
So much for air pollution mitigation
Our sight containing only the rolling fog
Fossil fuels colluding with the mist
A hidden catastrophe
A terrible occurrence, obscured
Cone to crevice
Brilliant wildlife withers away
All because of an insatiable need
System Integration
Process technologies that move like bricks
Fixable yet daunting

All for one, perhaps
Perhaps we can convert
Perhaps there will be a movement
Perhaps it will not be too late
Perhaps
The Great Perhaps
Why do we value money so much 
when we need air to survive 
Lost priorities.  
The Great Perhaps.

JARED GOLDBACH-EHMER

Home is a comforting, yet at the same time, 
a confusing and sometimes frustrating word for 
many of us. I get the sense that the significance 
of the word home isn’t quite the same as it was 
for our parents, and for our parent’s parents. 
“Where are you from?” has become progressively 
more arduous to answer for a hefty majority, but 
spending just one single day in McDowell County, 
West Virginia, will undoubtedly encourage you 
to reconsider how you answer such a question. 
For Marsha Timpson, and for most, if not all of 
the wonderful members of War and Caretta, WV, 
home is an unbreakable bond and connection 
to the very soil that they grew up on. The rolling 
hills and the winding dirt roads act as a living, 
breathing extension of the community at large. 
To remove one from the other would be to 
eradicate a vital part of their being. In McDowell 
Country, home means more than temporary walls 
and the people within those walls. The very soil 
that embraces and supports the wooden beams 
necessary for such walls, is truly what home 
stands for. It’s the lake down the road from where 
they wake up every morning, the lake that they 
can always count on to be there, that these lovely 
people identify with so strongly.

For me, I always think of that spot as my 
tangible house in southern Maine, my family 
within that house, and the memories of being 
in each other’s presence. But houses come and 
go. Families move, divorce, evolve. What remains 
constant is the patch of earth that we were raised 
on, the dirt that provided the foundation and the 
nourishment for our wellbeing, and the grass and 
forests that allowed us the space to grow and 
mature.

Is there a place in this world that you hold so 
dear to you, one that you are called to physically, 
emotionally, or spiritually? I feel that an ache for 
home lives within us all, an earthly pull towards 
the place where we first dug our roots in. It 
is unmistakable that McDowell County, West 
Virginia, is certainly such a place for all of its 
residents.

BILL LEACH

West Virginia has always been 
the state between my home 
consisting of an added four 
hours to my drive between Lou-
isville and Richmond. After hear-
ing about SEEDS I could not help 
think about how much I wanted 
to get off one of the exits on I-64 
and explore a state that is often 
forgotten. 
As we left the long highway 
to explore Kayford Mountain, 
the potholes on the road were 
numerous as we attempted to 
navigate the exhausted road. 
Coal trucks cause a great wear 
and tear to the roads that con-
nect the mountains and sources 
of transportation. Continuing 
along the roads, we saw coal 
being loaded into hundreds of 

coal cars on the railroad tracks, 
which could be headed to 
Richmond, Virginia for the Do-
minion Power Plant we explored 
the next day. As the roads 
turned to dirt roads, the roads 
became to get narrower and 
slightly scarier, but we were not 
about to let a little dirt stop us 
from exploring. At the top of the 
mountain, fog surrounded us, 
but a bright personality lit up the 
top of the mountain. We had 
the chance to hear from an ac-
tivist who refused to give up her 
values. She was born and raised 
in West Virginia, sought out an 
education and attended law 
school to add to her toolbox, 
then came back to the moun-
tain that inspired her to share 

NEVER 

GIVE UP 

NEVER 

SURRENDER



her story with her mentor. She soon 
found out she had to become the 
voice, due to the loss of her men-
tor. She became determined to 
use her passion and detailed na-
ture to fight for the mountain that 
means so much to her.
 She has to watch the mountains 
around Kayford get decapitated 
from mountain top removal, as her 
mountain becomes the minority in 
the area. 
As she fights to change the per-
ception of coal and water, she 
moved off the grid to challenge 
herself and for personal growth. 
Electricity and clean water are of-
ten taken for granted in the United 
States because we are lucky to 
have access, but that does not 
give us the right to use our power 
in an abusive manner.
Whether we agree with the nature 

of Elise’s work, there is hopefully 
one thing we can all agree on – 
fight for what we love. Elise chal-
lenged us to think of something 
that we would never give up even 
if someone offered us a billion dol-
lars. Elise found her passion and 
gained the knowledge to fight for 
her values. She is extremely edu-
cated on the issues and fights as 
hard as she can! As I listened to 
Elise, I could not help but think of 
my parents and the values that 
were instilled in me at a young age 
– “Never give up, never surrender”. 
As college students, we continue 
to be challenged and exposed to 
multifaceted issues such as coal, 
but underneath it all we need to 
stay true to our values and our prin-
ciples. 

NEVER 

GIVE UP 

NEVER 

SURRENDER

JENCI HAWTHORNE
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Verse 1

         C#m   

  My father built this house many years ago

         F#m                                    B

Now everything that was, is gone

         C#m

How could it ever stay when they’ve been chipping away

            F#m                                           G#     

At our lives                   for so long?

    C#m

Yeah we have been hurt and we have been used,

         

When we were getting ready 
to leave Saturday morning, I 
regretfully thought to myself, 
“Well, I should have brought 

my guitar on the trip.” I opted not to bring it, 
thinking of the limited space we had for more 
important things. But I saw these ukuleles 
and guitars being brought on by these people I 
barely knew, and, although I felt excited, I felt 
bad I didn’t have mine. So, that first night, I 
borrowed Natalie’s guitar for a bit and started 
playing with Don, and later  with Izzy and Ol-
ivia. Over the first 10 minutes of playing with 
Don, we started to build an incredibly strong 
friendship. As a musician, one of my favorite 
thrills is being able to play with others. I had 
not talked to any of these guys before SEEDS, 
but our music brought us together and they 
ended up becoming some of the people I be-
came closest with over the trip. ones. That 
night of playing Riptide, Hey Soul Sister, Riv-
ers and Roads, and various other tracks helped 
to create a bond between us and the rest of 
the group. Over the trip, Riptide by Vance Joy 
became adopted as the unofficial, but official, 
song of SEEDS WV. The fact that Riptide be-
came our trip’s song demonstrates the role 
that music has in building a community. We 
have bonded over our love for that song and 
playing it brought the group together. It gave 
us a sense of identity and unity and we will 
forever associate Riptide with the memories 
we made on SEEDS.

  OLIVIA HAYNES

F#m                                    B

             Polluted,    and despised

     C#m

        This is our home, but we’re still lost and confused

         F#m                                                                 

   It’s hard to see when there’s smoke

                                                   G#

                                    in your eyes

Chorus

                            C#

But we are not ashes
                             

                        A#m
     

We are not what’s left behind when you 

have    gone

                           F#                             G#

                  And we won’t blow away

                                             C#

                                                  We are not ashes

                                                                                
D#

We have hope and those we love to keep us    strong

                           F#                              G#

       And get us through another day

THE POWER 
OF 

MUSIC

OLIVIA HAYNES
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  OLIVIA HAYNES The next day on the trip, a bluegrass band, 
led by the one and only, Chester, vis-
ited us at BCPIA and performed for us. 
Chester invited up the musicians to play 

with him and I considered it an honor that he let 
us share his stage with him. Even though it was 
a small audience, he welcomed us to participate 
and I began to develop of bond with Chester when 
he let me borrow his guitar. For a guitar player, I 
always consider it an honor whenever another 
guitarist lets me play their guitar. We all hold our 
instruments close to our hearts and Chester was 
sharing a piece of himself with me. Through this 
experience, rather than just watching and listen-
ing to Chester and his band, the others and I be-
came part of his band for the night. We broke the 
boundary between the band and the audience to 
become one. There was an amazing sight of joy on 
both our faces and Chester as we played with him. 
That night was an amazing experience and was 
one of the highlights of the week. As Chester con-
tinued to play and to tell his stories, I realized the 
importance of the bluegrass music to this commu-
nity. It is part of their identity. Chester described 
the story of a song, “Muddy Waters,” that discussed 
the floods of 2001 and eerily predicted the floods of 
2002, which both ravaged McDowell County. The 
song however, provided a voice for the communi-
ty. The song didn’t have any commercial success, 
but that didn’t matter to the people of McDowell 
County. It was the fact that the song told the story 
of their struggle and helped them to unite in their 
struggle. When Chester played the song for us, I 
felt I became a part of the community, if only for  
a little bit. I felt the pain and suffering that these 
people went through during the floods through the 
music. Chester really cared about us and asked all 
of us what we were studying in school and said 
that he and the rest of the community was proud 
of us. We had known Chester for only a short peri-
od of time, but I knew that he was sincerely proud 
of us because over that hour of music and dancing, 
we created a strong relationship. Music has that 
power to create these special bonds between peo-
ple. Throughout the trip playing music with others 
created friendships and created a sense of belong-
ing. Music allows for stories to be told and feelings 
to be shared. Music brought our group closer each 
other and to the McDowell County community 
unlike any other aspect of this trip.

Verse 2

       C#m

We saw the waters rise and wash away our dreams

                  

                  F#m                                                 B

While the mountains watched from all around

                 C#m

 How could this happen here to everything we hold dear

                 F#m                                                  G#

      Yet it couldn’t pull our roots out of this    ground

                 C#m                                            

   We built up again, but we’re still struggling, that’s true

                 F#m                                                  B          

  Can anybody                          hear our cry

                 C#m
   We do what we can and that gets all of us through

                 F#m                                                 G#

But sometimes        we just wonder why

Chorus
                                  Bridge

         C#

  We are a fire

    C#

We will burn brighter

        F#                                            G#

 We will climb higher and higher and higher

              (repeat 3x)

Chorus

 Bridge
C#

We are a fire

C#

We will burn brighter

F#                                            G#

We will climb higher and higher and higher

(repeat 3x)

Chorus

Bridge

C#

We are a fire

C#

We will burn brighter

F#                                            G#

We will climb higher and higher and higher

(repeat 3x)

Chorus

  EDDIE KWIATSKOWSKI

OLIVIA HAYNES
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“Do you have something in your life that you would never let go, 
even if someone gave you a billion dollars for it?”

This question was posed by Elise Keaton, an activist against moun-
taintop removal; we were standing on top of Kayford Mountain in 
West Virginia, an area conserved and protected by an organization 
called Keepers of the Mountain and by the people who called the 
mountain home. As the fog and mist swirled around the mountain 
– preventing us from seeing the scarring of the leveled-off places of 
the mountaintop removal sites around us – it was easy to get caught 
up in the beauty and wonder of the trees and land, silhouetted black 
against the milky mist. It was not hard to see why Kayford Mountain 
was a place people were unwilling to give up.
Connection to land is a primal facet of being human, I believe. We 
came from the land, and we will be buried in the ground when we 
die: “…till you return to the ground, for out of it you were taken; for 
you are dust, and to dust you shall return” (Genesis 3:19, English 
Standard Version). There is something very natural about, well, be-
ing in nature! Even the law of gravity keeps us grounded and literally 
connects us to the earth. In a more abstract sense, “wilderness” and 
open country have historically been places people go to in order to 
be refreshed, rejuvenated, and re-rooted. This deep rootedness to 
the land displays itself in various ways in each person, which makes 
“sense of place” such a powerful, but also complicated, concept.
One of the strongest ties to land or to a place comes from having 
your home in a particular location. Larry Gibson, Elise’s mentor, 
was born and raised on Kayford Mountain and, having such strong 
connections to that land, became one of the strongest activists for 
protecting it. Marsha Timpson, a director at Big Creek People In Ac-
tion, told us stories about Berwind Lake. “This is my place,” she said 
of the lake and the surrounding holler; she still lives in the room she 
was born in. Marsha has a long-standing tie to that location – the 
strength of that tie caused her to step up several years ago and take 

charge in saving the lake. She and hundreds of other people in the area 
came together to keep Berwind Lake from getting taken and destroyed; 
these kinds of movements do not start without people having ties to 
the land. Home, especially a place occupied by one’s family for a long 
time, is very powerful. 
Another tie to land comes from a history or tradition of earning a liveli-
hood off the land, whether through agriculture, mining, fishing, or oth-
er lifestyles. When you have a profession that is tied to a specific loca-
tion or land material, you are connected to that place. I saw this several 
times while we were in West Virginia. The state itself was carved out to 
be a resource colony and its economy is coal. As such, the profession of 
coal mining can be traced back several generations; residents of West 
Virginia today may feel tied to the state and to the land because of the 
respect for their ancestors and the jobs they held. 
Yet another way people can be tied to land is through a spiritual con-
nection. Ties to land are seen most prominently in Native American 
spirituality; within the Christian faith, I believe that God created every 
natural thing in this world. I see his hand in all of creation; he created 
the world to be very good and to be used for good. I sense the pres-
ence and peace of God strongest when I am in the mountains or in 
nature. Because of these things, I do not want to see beautiful, natural 
land destroyed by bad stewardship or through extractive industries. 
Along with an increased understanding of connections to land, this 
trip also created and expanded some questions in my mind and during 
conversations. One question I was grappling with was: how do you rec-
oncile the desire to protect the beauty of the land we have ties to, and 

the fact that the coal resources in the land of 
West Virginia are the economic drivers and 
employment for the area? Coal – and other 
materials related to extractive industries – 
only provides jobs and boosts economies 
when it is removed from the land. There are 
two extreme ends of the spectrum: on the 
one end, we can exploit resources in the land 
by taking as much of anything we want for 
the purposes of growth; on the other end, 

TIED TO THE LAND
NATALIE SOMERVILLE
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we can prohibit humans from interfering with any land in order to protect the beauty and nature of it. Both ends of this spectrum create prob-
lems; I do not have the space or knowledge at the moment to argue for any specific solution. However, this question of balance and reconcilia-
tion is one I will likely wrestle with for some time.
Another question I discussed with a few other SEEDlings was the issue of home: what is your sense of place like if you do not have a holler? It 
is easy to look at Marsha, Larry, and others who have never left the land they were born in and point to an obvious reason behind their strong 
ties to land. Can someone have a valid connection to a place or to the land even if they did not have their home there? From my personal expe-
rience, I have found that it is possible to have that connection: there is not any specific location that I point to as my “home” in all senses of the 
concept, yet I feel most at home when I am in the outdoors, whether beside the James River or hiking the White Mountains. 
There is so much that could be said about one’s sense of place or connection to land. Humans are tied to the land in various and valid ways; 
I feel most at home in nature because it is there that I am happiest and feel the greatest peace. People often remain in certain places due to 
their long-standing ties of having a home there. As Hayden Moore, a staff member at Kanawha City Community Center, put it, “A lot of people 
are here because…it’s home.” Returning to a familiar place, especially to a favorite part of the land, brings comfort and peace – this shows 
strength of connections humans have to land. After talking to West Virginia community members and learning how strongly they feel tied to 
their land and to their places, I can better appreciate my own connections to the land. 
During one particularly warm afternoon, several of us walked down to Kanawha River and spent a couple hours in the sunshine, listening to 
ukulele and simply enjoying the sights and sounds and the feeling of being alive. Those are the kinds of moments I feel most at peace and most 
alive, when I can feel the earth with my bare feet and the wind in my hair and the sun on my face. In this way and in the spiritual sense, I have 
a strong personal connection to the land and to nature. Ties to land are strong. When discussing mountaintop removal, one of the most pow-
erful things Elise said was: “Humans think they can put mountains back better than God…that offends me.” I think it would do a lot of good if 
humans could be more aware of the connections we have to the land – and treat the earth accordingly. 
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If my dad didn’t read National Geographic I would 
never have heard about the Gospel of Judas. 
Though I have only a cursory amount of knowledge 
about what’s contained inside the text, I know that 
somewhere along the line, Judas, traditionally seen 
as the betrayer of Jesus, and an archetypally mali-
cious character, has his actions put into a different 
context. From what I understand, the Gospel of 
Judas takes its nominal character out of his tradition-
ally negative light, and tells a new perspective. The 
Gospel of Judas doesn’t come up very often in my 
day-to-day life, so I was caught off-guard when Jes-
sica, a homeless woman at Manna Meal, brought it 
up offhandedly over lunch. 
      Jessica was sitting at the table with her son, Ju-
das, a lively four year old who wore a spider-man 
cap and asked for a second serving of cake. When 
myself and another service volunteer asked Jessica 
to tell us about her life she quickly opened up, shar-
ing facts about her past and how she came to her 
present situation. When she told us her son’s name, 
we asked how she had come to pick ‘Judas’ in spite 
of the, to put it lightly, negative weight it carries. 
First she said, “Well it was a [holds up middle finger] 
to my foster family because they didn’t like it” and 

JUDAS
laughed, before continuing with, “And I didn’t name 
him after the bad Judas. There’s a good Judas and 
a bad Judas, you know, and in his life people may 
be seeing him as bad, but there’s another way of 
seeing him too” 
      When people read the four traditional gospels, 
their Judas is the same as it has been for centuries. It 
is the same Judas for whom Dante named his inner-
most and final circle of Inferno, and the one every-
one expects to see. What Jessica pointed out is that 
this is only half of the story. The Gospel of Judas tells 
another side, of the Judas that never got to speak 
for himself. It occurred to me how perfectly Jessica 
had been able to sum up the stigma with which her 
son would be born. Coming from a background of 
homelessness and poverty, Judas will no doubt lead 
a life in which he hits walls of snap judgments and 
discrimination. But, as his name suggests, it is only the 
story people wish to see, the story that is expected. 
When naming her son, Jessica identified how he 
would be perceived, and gave him a name to com-
bat it. The name is a reminder to look past what is 
presented at one view. Though the biblical Judas is 
described first in the bible, the other half of his story 
exists in its own lesser-known but concrete location. 
In the same way, as Jessica’s son grows older, he will 
be judged based on what people see, but his name 
will serve as a reminder to look for the second half 
of the story. Or, as Jessica would put it, “the good 
Judas.”  

HARRY HOKE
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We all learn in elementary school geog-
raphy lessons that roughly seventy-five per-
cent of our earth is covered in water. How-
ever, this statistic offers a sense of false hope 
with regards to the amount of water avail-
able to support the human population and 
most other species. Only a little more than 
one and a half percent of the planet’s water 
supply is found in the form of ground water 
with the vast majority of water found in the 
seas and oceans. The human population re-
lies on water for many purposes including 
agriculture, industry, and personal consump-
tion; however, many people, particularly in 
developed countries, remain unaware of the 
water shortages our population faces as a 
result of climate change, over-consumption, 
and contamination of our limited water sup-
plies. 

We depend on water to sustain our 
health and our ecosystem, and the recent 
climate change has resulted in an increase 
demand for water and a decrease in water 
supply. While some communities across the 
globe face challenges in obtaining water for 
daily consumption, others mindlessly use 
additional gallons of water for non-essential 
reasons such as automatic irrigation systems 
and car washes. The industrial sector relies 
upon the flow of water to transfer energy 
between sources, and while most the water 
is returned to the original source albeit at a 
slightly warmer temperature, some water is 
sent to a pool to collect waste products such 
as coal ash. By doing so, water sources are 
left contaminated and communities that rely 
on these water sources suffer greatly from 
the poor water quality. 

When we met with Elise at Kayford 
Mountain, I was appalled to hear her per-
sonal account of victimization by the coal 

companies. Through the process of moun-
tain-top removal, coal has been extracted 
for decades from nearly every mountain sur-
rounding the preserved Kayford Mountain. 
The flattening of this land affects the water 
cycle and prevents natural water run-off 
from the mountains. Instead, the water ar-
tificially pools and mixes with the toxic coal 
ash and heavy metals. Coal ash, a hazardous 
waste and produced through the burning of 
coal, can cause cancer, result in developmen-
tal disorders and reproductive problems, and 
ultimately contaminates water supplies. 

In the communities in close proximity 
to these mountain-top removal sites, the 
families must purchase bottled water 
in fear of ingesting the heavy metals in 
their contaminated water sources. Elise 
divulged a fear of never being able to bear 
children since unintentionally drinking a 
glass of contaminated water. The negative 
implications that Elise’s future family faces 
are unbelievably horrific. As if an ability 
to not expand her family were not severe 
enough, Elise and her husband also decided 
to purchase daily all of their water by the 
gallon. Elise made a driving point in stating 
that you never know exactly how much water 
you use until you are forced to physically 
carry it into your home each day. 

 Search “water” and one of the top 
articles published on the Los Angeles Times 
on March 13, 2015 is titled “California Has 
About One Year of Water Left: Will You Ra-
tion?” This threatening water scarcity is real 
and frighteningly does not receive proper at-
tention. We need to simultaneously consider 
and fairly allocate our available clean water 
supplies and make more environmentally 
conscious decisions. 

TAKEN
FOR

GRANTED
KATY NORFLEET

WATER: AN OVERLOOKED 

AND PRECIOUS RESOURCE

movements are

individual actions

...en masse
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I had to pinch myself to keep from cry-
ing. But when I looked around the room, I 
saw that everyone had red, watery eyes too.

On the third night of our stay in West 
Virginia, our group gathered around a lit-
tle TV in the “Chill Room” of the community 
center where we were staying to watch the 
tear-jerking movie October Sky (*Spoiler 
Alert - I might ruin the movie for those of you 
who haven’t watched it). The film takes place 
in 1957 in the exact same county in W. VA 
where we were currently staying, McDowell 
County. The story revolves around Homer, a 
high school aged son of a coal miner who 
dreams of escaping his coal mining town. His 
father is a rough, blue-collar coal miner who 
spends his life going down into the mine to 
work for the coal company. Due to their op-
posing views on coal mining, there is serious 
tension between Homer and his father. Thus, 
his father naturally disapproves when Homer 
and his friends start building homemade 
rockets (after being inspired by the Sputnik 
satellite). He sees the whole rocket-building 
project as a waste of time when Homer could 
be working in the coal mine doing real work. 
However, at the end of the movie, there is an 
emotional scene between Homer and his fa-
ther (emotional for me anyway) when Homer 
invites his father to watch their last rocket 
blast off.  In another standoffish interaction 
between father and son, Homer’s father tells 
him that he’s too busy to come to the launch. 
Although discouraged, Homer tells his dad 
that although they don’t “see eye to eye on 
anything” and constantly argue with each 
other, he still looks up to him and sees him 
as his hero. The father then unexpectedly 
shows up at the final launch, and it’s a beau-
tiful, happy ending.

Honestly, I had to try really hard to 
keep from shedding tears at that last scene 
because I was thinking of my own dad. Al-
though my relationship with my dad is noth-

ing like Homer’s, I saw my aspects of my dad 
and myself reflected so many times through-
out the film. Like a coalminer, my dad is a 
blue-collar worker too. But unlike Homer’s fa-
ther, my dad works high aboveground as an 
iron-worker. Seeing the hard, manual labor 
of the miners and how they returned home 
dirty from head to toe reminded me so much 
of dad, who often comes home looking simi-
lar from working outside all day (although 
not so much covered with coal dust). And for 
me, as a first-generation college student (like 
Homer was), I related to a certain degree to 
the disconnect Homer felt between himself 
and his father. 

When Homer told his father that he was 
his hero, I thought of how it would mean the 
world to my dad if I told him that. And serving 
and interacting with the people in McDowell 
County, I realized that they too were parents 
with families of their own. Scottie, one of the 
workers at Big Creek People in Action, is very 
proud of his 19-year-old son who has found 
good work for himself out of the state. An-
other proud parent in the community, Crys-
tal, is the mother of two young children who 
works very hard because she wants the very 
best for them. And although we heard horrif-
ic stories of parents with drug-abuse issues, I 
realized that there are still “heroes” scattered 
all over McDowell County who do the best 
they can for their kids with what little they 
have. 

And yet, I wonder how many of us turn 
around and thank our parents for what they 
have done for us. And if not our parents, do 
we ever go to those people who have invested 
so much in our lives and express how grate-
ful we are for them? Mentors, teachers, and 
family members have all played a powerful 
role in the kind of people we are today. It’s es-
sential that we realize that our lives have been 
shaped, molded, and invested in because that 
is when we were realize that we too have the 
power to shape, mold, and invest in other peo-

MY FATHER, 
MY HERO,
MY TURN

DON EDMONDS

ple. Thus, as college students ready to take on the 
world, I think it’s vital to reflect on the heroes in 
our lives and the investment that has been made 
in us. Now, it’s our turn. The baton is being handed 
to us. We have the opportunity to make a differ-
ence. Let’s be the hero in someone else’s life. 

COAL
MINING
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A haiku for West Virginia

This community 
Tormented but it survives
An anomaly

A haiku for SEEDS 

Family and friends
Driven by passion, service
My most beloved Week

A haiku for SEEDSership 2015

Leaders, brave and true
Faced the mountain momma strong 
Lit the candle bright

KIM D’AGOSTINI



Let’s talk about seeds. 
Here I am referring to the actual seed 

of a plant. While I am no botanist, or even 
gardener (like the lovely ladies whom 
some of us had the pleasure of working 
alongside in a community garden), I think I 
can explain the basic science of how a seed 
grows. First, a seed must fall or be planted 
into fertile ground for the seed to ven-
ture its roots out, being nourished by the 
rich minerals in the soil. As the rain soaks 
into the dirt, the roots absorb the water. 
The seed will sprout as it begins to push 
out from the ground, growing leaves and 
a sturdy stem. The plant will flourish as it 
drinks in sunlight and rain, being strength-
ened by wind...continuing to grow, grow, 
grow. 

All this for the growth of a small seed. 
This is how I picture the experience 

of SEEDS: planting seeds and nurturing 
growth of eager individuals through 
service learning, community building, 
and reflections. Let me explain. On SEEDS 
and as ‘seeds’, we plant ourselves (with 
the help and service of leadership and 
mentors) into a rich soil of community, 
becoming grounded or at least observing 
the importance of being grounded in a 
community (our own SEEDS community, 
the McDowell country, downtown 
Charleston). Consider roots also as where 
we come from, each of our heritage, 
identity. I believe that these are crucial to 
the SEEDS experience, as well. As soil may 
perhaps contain rocks and stones, highly 
idealistic images and actual communities 
themselves are not perfect and contain 
pebbles of problems. Nonetheless, our roots 
of experiences, thoughts are nourished by 
the nuggets of the community’s wisdom, 
tear drops of joy and grief from the retelling 
of stories, and sweat of hard work and 
merry music playing. This osmosis process 

of roots absorbing is listening. Then what I 
see as the learning process, the reflection 
moments is likened to the mysterious 
transformation of water to necessary fuel 
for growth. Internalizing experiences and 
dwelling on words spoken, is essential for 
potential to push out of the seed, attaining 
growth. Our growth may be challenged by 
winds of discomfort, questioning, yet we 
are made ever the stronger, resilient. And 
hopefully,    

 we grow.
We grow in knowledge. We grow 

through know-how of good ole’ Scottie 
and Buster. We grow into our interests that 
are aroused and strengthened through 
what we see and do. We grow through 
listening to Marsha, Elise, Aunt Eleanor, 
Gene…each other.

And lest we forget the sun, the source 
of energy and cheer. If I may continue 
elaborating on my growth metaphor, the 
sun beams are the external blessings and 
gifts of others, whether it be our wonder-
ful community partners, supportive SEEDS 
funders, and mentors who seek our growth 
as individuals, an organization, and most of 
all, a community. 

Now, my SEEDS metaphor may at 
sometimes be a stretch at best, cheesy at 
worst. But I’m a visual thinker, and I be-
lieve this illustrates my past two years with 
SEEDS: last year as a first time participant, 
this year as leadership. SEEDS has provided 
me with continuous growth opportunities 
for a community, for myself and for the 
organization itself as Reflection Chair. In 
these, I continue to reflect on how to take 
the knowledge and experience I received 
to grow strongly and compassionately in 
service and learning, so as to respectfully 
carry the stories of our dear West Virginia 
friends and their holler. 

FOR 

TO 
GROW

SEEDS
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our uniformed navy vans
climbed steady 

up that muddy mountain

Fog hangs thick
hiding the horizon

blurring the complexity
beyond the hollow

The craggy steep edges
of that mountain’s geography

hold a home
neighbor-greetings

mailboxes
memory

Huddled in the dewy wet
our feet walking 

atop millions of dollars of minerals
across a decades-old community

a land,
trust.

Steam-thick fog masks
the dusty flattened black-coal land

muting a heritage of destruction 
that envelops this land,

trust.

We aim to see farther
we listen through the fog

to clarify actors and purpose
in a mineral extraction system

Inherent nature of the mountains
economic nature of the minerals

We did not wait for the fog to lift
onward to Charleston, then to Richmond

As the warming hours of midmorning 
revealed the flat banks of coal

around Kayford mountain,
so the ensuing days continually clarify

our understanding of life 
in West Virginia communities

Through dialogue
dichotomies are disrupted

helpers and helped
locals and outsiders

the powerful and the disenfranchised

What is valuable and to whom?

Will we stand together again
to see beyond the fog?

SEEDS 2015
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MARIE FERNANDEZ

 

SEEDS, WV 2015 

Building Community 
Throughout SEEDS WV, we focused 
on examining the tight knit 
community in West Virginia, in the 
hope of forming strategies to bring 
back to the University of 
Richmond. We often reflected on 
the cooperation, selflessness, and 
authenticity that we found in the 
community members we worked 
with. Somehow, while deeply 
reflecting on how to build 
community on the outside, our 
group grew closer from within. 
With so many memories from the 
week, we will never forget the 
laughs, hugs, or stories that come 
with looking back on SEEDS WV, 
2015. –Michelle Jewett 

     After just three or so conversations with Crystal, I knew more about her than I do about 90% of my friends. Despite the slightly 
awkward situation she was in, what with having 10 college kids from Richmond, VA invade her home and her life, Crystal was 
willing to have extremely honest conversations with many of us about intensely personal parts of her life. I was able to hear 
about her decision to leave War, WV because of the drug abuse and her desire to raise her children in a better environment. 
I learned about the family’s struggles with the medical system in McDowell County and West Virginia in general. She talked 
about the constant worrying she does for her kids safety when they’re playing outside, especially in particular areas, or when 
they go over to a friend’s house. However, I also got to see her pride in her children as she talked about their athleticism or mul-
titude of commitments, and her love and admiration for her husband, Jason, was evident as she told me about his utter devo-
tion to his step-kids. Beyond family, Crystal told us about the “sweet older couple next door” and rained praises upon particular 
members of the community. Crystal’s willingness to let us into her life was a bit unexpected and odd for me. However, her op-
timistic nature but realistic perspective of her situation was a refreshing change from the University environment where people 
tend to put up an “everything is okay” front.
      After looking back on our trip for quite some time, I realized that Crystal’s attitude towards life, her open and honest com-
munication, and her pride in her family and her community are all reflected in the SEEDS atmosphere. The SEEDS Project is such 
a unique organization because it brings together an incredibly diverse group of people and brings us back to campus fiercely 
bonded. This bond is a created through the approach SEEDS takes in entering other communities, the intense topics we study 
and the deep discussions that follow, and the idea that SEEDlings are family. I have always seen this bond as the result of care-
ful fostering by the Leadership Team of a unique environment for discussion and interaction; however, on this trip, I realized that 
it’s not only that, but it’s also the way the communities we enter interact with us. Each year, The SEEDS Project’s atmosphere is 
shaped by the people we encounter. We, at the University of Richmond, cannot take credit for the environment that a partici-
pant enters when they become a part of the SEEDS family. Instead, The SEEDS Project simply allows us to bring a little bit of Mc-
Dowell County, Charleston, Dulac, and New Orleans back to UR, something that we should endeavor to share with our entire 
community.

SEEDS 2015

SHAPED BY THE 
PEOPLE WE ENCOUNTER

MICHELLE JEWETT
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Building Community 
Throughout SEEDS WV, we focused 
on examining the tight knit 
community in West Virginia, in the 
hope of forming strategies to bring 
back to the University of 
Richmond. We often reflected on 
the cooperation, selflessness, and 
authenticity that we found in the 
community members we worked 
with. Somehow, while deeply 
reflecting on how to build 
community on the outside, our 
group grew closer from within. 
With so many memories from the 
week, we will never forget the 
laughs, hugs, or stories that come 
with looking back on SEEDS WV, 
2015. –Michelle Jewett 

     Coal companies own a large chunk of McDowell 
County, WV, but only starting at 6 inches below the sur-
face. In the eyes of these coal companies, McDowell’s 
greatest asset is the coal that lies underneath the moun-
tainous terrain. In my eyes, McDowell’s greatest asset is 
what lies beneath the surface of its people. Upon my first 
encounter with the people of McDowell, it was evident 
that they are not perfect. Poverty, unemployment, and 
drug addiction are among the many setbacks the folks 
from McDowell face every day. In 2001 and 2002, consec-
utive floods ravaged many communities within McDowell. 
The effects of the floods are still evident over a decade 
later. Additionally, a lack of clean drinking water encour-
ages dependence on sugary drinks for hydration, and the 
absence of healthy grocery options force a low-nutrient 
diet upon many people in McDowell. Despite these set-
backs, the citizens of McDowell County are of some of the 
most genuine and selfless people whom I have met. Under 
their rough exterior I discovered boundless compassion 
and love for their community.  
      Some of the people I met in McDowell County sacrifice 
their time and effort to help their neighbors. Take Marsha 
Timpson, the woman in charge of Big Creek People in Ac-
tion (BCPIA), the community organization that housed the 
SEEDS Project and coordinated our service. Ms. Marsha 
was born and raised in the community she works daily to 
give back to. In addition to coordinating service groups, 
Ms. Marsha helps lead BCPIA’s efforts to provide services 
to the community such as free internet access, after-
school programs, and Healthy Lifestyles programs.  Then 
there’s Scottie Perez, the BCPIA employee who led us at 
our service sites, providing guidance on how to operate 
power tools and properly swing a sledge hammer.  Scot-
tie’s handyman knowledge and open heart have helped 
many of his neighbors make home improvements free of 
charge. Scottie also shares his time with student volun-
teers, educating groups like SEEDS on the history and the 

people of McDowell County. Outside of BCPIA, the citizens 
of McDowell are something special too, possessing unpar-
alleled concern and authenticity.
      My first day on the job in McDowell was spent demol-
ishing a rotting wooden deck from the side of a trailer 
home. With the adrenaline rush of smashing an old wood-
en structure come the dangers of splinters and rusty nails. 
I learned of these dangers all too well when a nail punc-
tured my shoe and cut my foot. Luckily for me, the woman 
whose house we were repairing was quick to provide me 
with bandages and ointments to heal my minor wound. 
She was caring and attentive despite having just met me, 
and she took the time to chat about where I was from 
and what brought me to West Virginia, thanking me for my 
service. This simple gesture demonstrated the genuine na-
ture that I found common amongst McDowell’s residents. 
Beyond just treating my wound, this woman made me feel 
welcome and appreciated on my first day.  This sense of 
genuine hospitality was palpable in every McDowell resi-
dent I met. On our last day in McDowell County we were 
blessed to speak at length with Eleanor, a local woman 
whose sagging kitchen ceiling we removed and replaced. 
Eleanor openly shared her life story with us, imparting wis-
dom about family, faith, community, and the importance 
of persistence. Eleanor has faced many challenges in her 
life, but she stays steadfast in supporting for the ones she 
loves.  Through our conversation it was clear how much 
she loves her community and how grateful she is for its 
continued support through hell and high water.
      Underneath the issues of poverty, drugs, and eco-
nomic drought that are so apparent in the lives of Mc-
Dowell’s people lies the bedrock of a loving community 
built on heartfelt relationships and pure compassion. My 
time spent in McDowell taught me the county’s greatest 
resource is not its coal; it is its people.  

SEEDS 2015
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BELOW THE
SURFACE
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addiction). It is important to think about the context in which indi-
viduals interact and how they do it instead of idealizing “strong” and 
“close-knit” communities.

And why do communities that we perceive as “strong” form 
in the first place? For instance, many people who live in McDowell 
County have deep connections to their land and family who live 
nearby. The culture certainly seems to promote interdependency 
and to discourage leaving. These seem like symptoms rather than 
causes for the close-knit community in McDowell. It’s a big ques-
tion that I don’t expect to be answered; however, I can imagine that 
challenges common to a group of people such as mountaintop 
removal, economic depression, and widespread drug-abuse build 
solidarity among their survivors. ‘Community’ is not a consolation 
prize.  The sense of closeness that we observed in W.V. doesn’t out-
weigh or forgive abuses against its people. This is especially true 
when considering wrongdoings by energy companies, who usually 
serve other regions and countries.

My two trips to West Virginia have encouraged me to reflect 

on my own interpersonal connections and standings in each of my 
communities. Taking the time to learn about others’ lives, giving 
and receiving with no expectations for reciprocation, and demon-
strating radical empathy will certainly strengthen my relationships 
and hopefully promote positive community around me. However, 
admiring and emulating the ways that West Virginians interact with 
each other does not absolve me from exploiting Appalachian com-
munities through my consumption of energy that is made using 
their natural resources. After my second trip to W.V., I hope to be a 
more conscious consumer and better advocate on behalf of places 
like McDowell, and to always acknowledge the context in which 
communities exist.

I am fortunate to have traveled to West Virginia 
with SEEDS twice, and on both trips, I have been struck 
by the unique sense of authenticity in the interactions 
between West Virginians. At Manna Meal, we watched 
several clients greet each other as if they had been 
friends for years. We saw it at Kayford Mountain when 
our guide, Elise, turned her attention from us toward a 
local resident, and, with a thickened accent and slowed 
cadence, immersed herself in a conversation about his 
life. We heard it in the way BCPIA director Marsha Tim-
spon spoke about her holler and the people of McDowell 
as the “community’s greatest asset.” During our last night 
in W.V., former SEEDling Liz Brunello shared with me her 
unique perspective as a non-native West Virginian who 
now lives in Charleston: those who are born and raised 
in the state are able to connect with West Virginians in a 
way that outsiders cannot.

It is important for me to remember that though we 
observed a sense of warmth between many West Virgin-
ians, this doesn’t mean that all groups of people in West 
Virginia are positive support systems or that all commu-
nities exist voluntarily.

I first began to question the way I think about the 
concept of community when I met Crystal at her home in 
Bishop County. Crystal is a mother of two beautiful chil-
dren, whom she has protected vehemently from drug 
addicts, unreliable doctors, draconian teachers, jaded 
family members, troubled teenagers on the bus, and 
friends’ parents because “you never know what they have 
stuffed up their noses.” She is originally from McDowell, 
about 45 minutes away from Bishop, and she relocated 
her family, in part, because it would be easier to keep her 
children away from drug-addicts in Bishop than in Mc-
Dowell. There is a sharp contrast between how Crystal 
talks about her family—with palpable affection and end-
less love—and the way she views the larger community 
as something to keep away from her children.  I realized 
that individuals are members of multiple communities; 
it’s often necessary to define priorities for some more 
than for others. Crystal’s stories also reminded me that 
not all groups of people are inherently good. There can 
exist communities that thrive on hate (or more fraught—
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The thing that surprised me the most about my 
week in West Virginia was the lack of recognition 
West Virginians receive – from the government, the 
general American populous, and from the media.  
As our fifteen-passenger van wound its way into 
McDowell County, I was struck by the beauty of 
the landscape.  There is something about watching 
the sun dip below a cluster of mountains that never 
fails to take my breath away.  I went to bed that 
night with a very idyllic picture of the place I would 
be serving for the next several days.  On the way 
to our service site the next day, however, I saw 
a very different landscape.  Overgrown weeds, 
abandoned houses with broken windows and 
boarded up businesses all provided clues about 
the flood that had swept through the area more 
than a decade prior.  It was a flood I’d never heard 
a thing about, despite the close proximity of West 
Virginia to my home state of Tennessee.  As the 
week went on, I learned more about other issues 
facing the people in this community, the main ones 
being drug abuse and lack of employment options.  
In recent decades, as technology has taken over 
many coal-related jobs, the economic situation 
in the county has markedly declined.  According 
to one community member, the main employers 
today are a federal correctional facility and a 
Walmart located 45 minutes away from where we 
were staying.  The more individuals I talked with, 
the more frustrated I became about the situation in 
which they found themselves.  
How do you combat something as all consuming 
and destructive as drug abuse without resources 
and support?  How do you bring new economic life 
to an area that has always been driven by a single 
industry?  How do you spread the word about this 
tiny pocket of the country that is overwhelmed with 
hardship?  And why didn’t I know that any of this 
was happening?
I met some expectation-shattering people 
throughout the week, people who, with an ounce 

of acknowledgment and support, could move mountains.  Chester, Scotty, Miss Martha.  Not one person was lazy 
or unmotivated.  Nor was anyone despondent or pessimistic.  They shared a love for and desire to improve their 
community.  I couldn’t really wrap my head around it, considering they appeared to live without opportunity, 
hidden beneath a cloak of invisibility.  All week, I kept asking myself how I had heard so much about Hurricane 
Katrina, even went on a service trip to New Orleans to aid in the relief efforts but never knew a thing about the 
flood that destroyed so much of southern West Virginia.  I didn’t know a thing about any of the problems facing 
this community.  There’s a saying that the first step to fixing a problem is to recognize there is one.  Well, there is a 
problem in McDowell County, West Virginia.  Yes, even in the midst of the muck, the people are kind, resourceful, 
optimistic and inclusive.  But the problem remains, and at some point we, as one of the most powerful countries in 
the world, must acknowledge it and address it.       
At that first service site, I met a six-year-old girl named Abby who ended up being the fuel behind my fire all week 
long.  Throughout the day, she gave a few others and me hula-hooping lessons and showed off several awards 
she had received at school. Her personality reminded me of a girl I babysit here in Richmond – spunky, inquisitive, 
and intelligent -- but her environment reminded me more of the impoverished communities I visited on an SSIR 
trip to the Dominican Republic my sophomore year of college.  Abby made me want to understand as much as 
I could about why certain communities, certain people, certain localities are recognized more so than others.  
West Virginia, it seemed, was recognized solely as an extraction economy, worthy of attention so long as it can 
provide the rest of the country with needed resources. The people there cannot be extracted, and it’s important 
to start pouring into them instead of taking away from them.   
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Fall Break in
RVA
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It is Nyerere day in Tanzania today, the day when we get the time to 
celebrate the life of a man who led the independence movement and 
freed Tanzania from the oppressive colonial administration. We call 
him the father of our nation and the champion of our independence.
On the topic of independence, I was thinking about American history 
and independence earlier today during the SEEDS fall break trip in 
Richmond. As we walked around the slave trail, which is evidently 
unappreciated considering how it is used as a consolation prize for the 
proposed baseball stadium, I couldn’t help but wonder why America 
regards July 4th 1776 as the Independence Day even though slavery 
was still prevalent. Also, how come we don’t about the contributions 
of slaves in building this country, and even their history only takes life 
after the Civil War.

As I kept pondering on this, we came to the slavery reconciliation 
statue which sits on Main Street. On this 15 foot bronze statue, there 
are words that read “Acknowledge and forgive the past, Embrace 
the present and shape a future of reconciliation and justice”. For 
a moment, I thought this was a thoughtful quote that summarizes 
efforts done to recognize slavery and heal the wounds. But does it 
though?
As I thought of the words Acknowledge and forgive the past I 
thought of the tragic story of “a fugitive slave named Anthony Burns” 
which appears in one of the planks in the slave trail. Mr. Burns was 
considered a fugitive for attempting to buy his freedom and was put 
in a six square foot room to suffer for four months with handcuffs and 
fetters that would later leave him with permanent scars on his wrist. 
If this is the past that we are called to Acknowledge and forgive then 
it appears that the words on the plank only call the slave descendants 
into action since as it is them as the oppressed. I’m not sure if the likes 
of Mr. Charles Suttle, who put Mr. Burns through such conditions, 
have a forgiving role to partake in, but what role is he supposed to be 
in?

Embracing the present almost felt like being called to accept how 
things are today despite the myriad innocent killings and assaults of 
black people. Starting with Eric Garner, Michael Brown and other 
countless unnamed victims, how can you embrace the present state 
where you know you, or someone you love, could be next on this 

list. How can you even begin to “shape a future of reconciliation and 
justice” if the present is broken and you are only told to embrace it?
I know these are just words that were innocently put by someone, 
but they speak a lot about the social injustices toward descendants 
of slaves and other black people. We talk about reconciliation and 
moving from slavery dark history but we expect the oppressed to 
deal with it and catch up with the oppressors. I’m not saying that the 
oppressors should be condemned for their actions, but shouldn’t there 
be a role for them to play as well?

EDWIN WARSANGA



Friday
Dinner and a movie at The Byrd Theatre

Saturday
Walking tour of Church Hill
Service with CHAT
Dinner at The Roosevelt

Sunday
Richmond Slave Trail and Canal Boat Tour
Richmond Folk Festival

Monday
Food Access Panel at UR Downtown
Travel to Shenandoah for cabin reflections

Tuesday
Discussion of racial reconciliation at Richmond Hill

Community Partners
The Valentine History Museum
Church Hill Activities and Tutoring (CHAT)
UR Downtown and the Bonner Center for Civic En-
gagement
Anne Darby 
Susan Roberson 
Rev Ben Campbell and Richmond Hill
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I set out on going on the SEEDS fall trip 
for a few different reasons some social and 
some personal. I had many friends that had 
raved about their experiences on previous 
SEEDS trips going into West Virginia all the 
way to New Orleans. Neither of these trips 
were for me. After going on many mission 
trips throughout my time in high school I 
knew that these trips weren’t my perfect 
match. The opportunity to spend a fall break 
learning about Richmond sounded just right. 

Beginning my senior year I had set out a 
personal mission to make the most of my last 
year in Richmond. I had moved out here as 
a freshman with no friends, no connections, 
and no clue what Richmond City truly was. 
Over three years I had made many friends, 
developed multiple connections, but some-
how the true essence of Richmond had al-
luded me. I wanted this year to be different. I 
wanted to make sure that I understood what 
made Richmond tic. 

There are always talks about the Rich-
mond bubble, a mythical and invisible force 
field that traps students on campus away 
from the rest of the city. This year I wanted 
to make sure I disproved that myth and 
popped this villainous bubble. I started tak-
ing advantage of every weekend and doing 
at least one thing “Richmond” each week. 
These activities ranged from spending time 
on the river, going to breweries, or attending 
festivals. It was a great way to spend my time 
but while I was getting off of campus I wasn’t 
staying true to my promise. Just experienc-
ing things doesn’t tell the story of Richmond 
or truly teach me more about the city. It rep-
resents a snapshot of Richmond in the pre-
sent but doesn’t scrape beneath the surface 
of the City. That’s where SEEDS came in. 

The fall break SEEDS trip allowed for a 
truly deeper understanding of the social is-
sues facing the city. Community leaders on 
issues from food access to city planning en-
gaged me. Through these interactions I final-
ly started understanding how many issues 
come together to create an environment in 
Richmond where such a diverse set of devel-
opments and peoples can come together. 
The socioeconomic disparities of Richmond 
City are drastic and shocking. Seeing the 
poorest parts juxtaposed to the west end of 
Richmond definitely changes your percep-
tion on equity and distribution of wealth. I 
had studied global health issues in Church 
Hill but had never had that understanding 
complemented with historical anecdotes 
and information about the civil war and the 
influence slavery had on previous city de-
velopments. These same factors continue to 
influence modern day development as seen 
by the stadium dispute over the slave burial 
grounds. 

This trip was a beautiful balance of his-
torical education, working within the com-
munity with CHAT, and having time for per-
sonal reflection while in the Shenandoah 
Valley. We traversed countless terrains, spent 
time in and with a range of communities, 
and I finally found out what truly made Rich-
mond… Richmond.
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The success and continuation of the SEEDS mission would not 
have been possible without our team of passionate and devoted 
SEEDSership. 

LEADERSHIP

Taylor Holden, President

Neal Peterson, West Virginia Trip Chair

Michelle Jewett, West Virginia Trip Chair

Jessica Sakamoto, Reflections Chair Bill Leach, Outreach Chair

Aileen Echelberger, Fundraising Chair

Wesley Meredith, Lousiana Trip Chair

Hannah Jacobsen, Lousiana Trip Chair Marie Fernandez, Finance Chair

Omar Farooq, Outreach Chair

Aastha Minocha, Education Chair

SEEDS 2015



S p r i n g  2 0 1 5


