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Who are we?
The SEEDS Project is a student 
run organization at the 
University of Richmond. We exist 
to work alongside marginalized 
communities and examine the 
complexities of American society 
in order to encourage a deeper 
understanding of the role of 
service both locally and 
nationally.

What do we do?

Through our programs we bring 
together like-minded students on 
our campus and connect them to 
people in other communities. In 
this way, we are ambassadors for 
the University to regions of rich 
cultural heritage and great social 
need. 

When people hear the term 
“service-learning” they often 
only think about service. For this 
reason, we prefer to emphasize 
both aspects of the experience 
with the goal of “learning 
service.” This more accurately 
describes our active pursuit 
toward a collective 
understanding of service. 

This year we returned to the 
Gulf Region for our seventh year 
and are extremely proud to have 
successfully added a second trip 
to Appalachia, West Virginia. Both 
trips explored the past and 
present of social injustices as 
they relate to health, the 
environment, and education 
among other things. 

This journal is the result of our 
reflections throughout the week. 
Its purpose is to share what we 
have learned and to invite others 
into our conversation as we 
consider our role as socially 
engaged college students. 

As we wrap up another year 
with the SEEDS project, we 
would like to extend great 
thanks to our sponsors for 
2011-2012:

• The University of Richmond 
School of Arts and Sciences 

• Richmond College Student 
Government Association

• Westhampton College 
Government Association

• Common Ground

• Office of International 
Education

• The Sustainability Office

• Peer Advising Mentors (PAM)

• The Bonner Scholar Office

• Spanish Honor Society

• Student Organization Budget 
and Appropriations Committee 
(SOBAC)

• Martin’s 

• Kroger

• The Home Depot

• Private Donors 

We would also like to thank our 
on-site partners without whom 
there would be no purpose for 
SEEDS: 

• Mountain Justice

• Big Creek People in Action

• Big Ugly

• The Dulac Community Center

• St. Bernard’s Project 

• Langston Hughes Academy

• Camp Restore 

A special thank you to our 
faculty advisors who were kind 
enough to dedicate their own 
spring breaks to mentor us on 
ours:

• Bryan Figura

• Alexandra Hunter

Thank you again to all who have 
helped the SEEDS Project over 

the past 
year. Your 
support 
means the 
world to us! 

Sincerely, 

The SEEDS 
Project 
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 It’s hard to believe that 
my last spring break trip with the 
SEEDS Project has finally come 
to an end.  After all, my 
involvement with the SEEDS 
Project has been the most 
pivotal and influential experience 
of my college career.  
 Arriving at the University 
of Richmond I was anxious to 
continue the service I had done 
in the Gulf Coast region during 
high school and sought out 
student organizations that shared 
a mission that was similar to my 
own.  Cassie Price at the Center 
for Civic Engagement thus 
introduced me to the Collegiate 
Disaster Relief Team (CDRT).  I 
immediately became interested 
in CDRT and quickly applied to 
be a part of their service-
learning spring break trip.  Going 
on my first spring break trip with 
CDRT I was both excited and 
nervous for the week ahead.  As 
a freshman I didn’t know anyone 
else going on the trip and 
worried that it would be difficult 
to meet new students in the 
upcoming week.  My fears quickly 
dissolved, however, when I met 
the other members of CDRT for 
t h e fi r s t t i m e .  A l m o s t 
instantaneously I felt at home 
with this group of strangers.  
Our bond continued to grow 
stronger as the week went on; 
participating in service projects 
and being exposed to social 
justice issues with this group of 
twenty students only intensified 
our connection to one another.  
For the first t ime at the 
University of Richmond I truly 

felt like I belonged.  I had finally 
found my niche.
 After returning from my 
first spring break trip with CDRT 
I applied to be on leadership 
because I felt that it was my 
responsibility to offer other 
students the same opportunities 
that I had been afforded.  I truly 
had no idea what the following 
year had in store for me, but was 
eager to serve as a leadership 
member.  That year CDRT 
u n d e r w e n t m a n y 
transformations.  We changed 
our focus from a “disaster relief” 
organization to a service-learning 
organization with focuses on 
marginalized communities, social 
j u s t i c e i s s u e s a n d m o s t 
importantly dialogue.  As our 
aims changed we also adopted a 
new name - SEEDS (Students 
Engaging in and Enacting a 
Dialogue on Service) - to reflect 
our new mission.  
 I left the SEEDS Project 
from 2010-2011 confident that 
the remaining members of the 
leadership team would carry out 
our new mission.  Returning in 
the fall of 2011, I was amazed to 
see the transformation that the 
SEEDS Project had undergone.  
The organization had created a 
n e w m i s s i o n s t a t e m e n t , 
expanded its on and off campus 
partnerships and published its 
own journal in only a year.  It was 
then I realized that the energy of 
SEEDS Project was eternal.  
Accept ing my pos i t ion as 
President of the SEEDS Project I 
was determined to continue the 
momentum of the previous 
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leadership team.  The leadership 
team set lofty goals for our 
organization and thanks to their 
tireless efforts the SEEDS 
Project did not just grow, but 
blossomed.  We expanded the 
organization to offer two spring 
break initiatives, one to Louisiana 
and one to West Virginia, and in 
doing so doubled the size of our 
organization.  We also continued 

to increase our local and national 
partnerships.  Final ly, we 
remained dedicated to our 
miss ion and succeeded in 
creating a week centered on 
service and dialogue.  I could not 
be prouder of all that SEEDS 
accomplished! 
 Graduating from the 
University of Richmond and 
leaving the SEEDS Project will be 

a bittersweet experience for me.  
I will certainly miss my SEEDS 
family here on campus; however, 
I know that present and future 
members of the SEEDS Project 
will continue to be inspired by 
the experiences of previous 
years and will only surpass my 
expectations for the future. 

Parallel Dependencies
Asha Phadke ’12 

 After l iv ing in the 
Houma Nation for two nights 
and having conversations with a 
few of the West Virginia 
participants, an interesting 
parallel is evident between the 

Houma tribe in southern 
Louisiana and the locals of 
McDowell County in West 
Virginia and both of their 
livelihood dependencies on 
natural resources.  In both 
communities, similar effects of 
industry dependencies are 
d e t e r i o r a t i n g t o t h e 
populations.
 In Houma, the locals are 
tied to the oil industry.  In 
McDowell County, the locals 
are tied to the coal industry.  In 

Houma, the oil companies take 
the money away from the local 
area, investing it in their 
corporations.  In McDowell 
County, the coa l min ing 
c o m p a n i e s a r e l i m i t i n g 
alternative job opportunities 
for individuals.  In Houma, the 
BP oil spill exposed locals to 
toxic chemicals leading to 
lifelong health effects.  In 
McDowell County, runoff from 
coalmines poisons tap water 
that locals ingest.  In Houma, 
locals were left uninsured and 
with no federal aid after 
Hurr i c ane Ka t r i na .  I n 
McDowell County, federal relief 
was nonexistent after the 
devastating floods of 2001 and 
2002.  In Houma, locals aren’t 
compensated for the invasive 
oil mining practices that take 
place on their land.  In 
McDowell County, property 
owners do not have control of 
what activity goes on below 
the six-inch surface of their 
property.  In Houma, oil 
extraction is polluting the 
w e t l a n d a n d o f f s h o r e 
ecosystems.  In McDowell 
County, mountaintop removal 

is destroying the mountain 
ecosystem.  
 Both McDowell County 
a n d H o u m a e x p e r i e n c e 
devastating impacts of the 
invasive natural resource 
e x t r a c t i o n i n d u s t r i e s .  
However, both locat ions 
cannot survive economically 
without these industries.  The 
future impact of these industry 
dependencies is unforeseeable, 
but something needs to change 
to uplift the deteriorating 
consequences.  



 The rate of poverty in Charleston, WV, is 
actually lower than the rate for West Virginia as a 
whole (13.7% compared to 17.4%).  Its urban 
characteristics, and therefore more advanced level of 
infrastructure, gives it the appearance of being a cut 
above the rest of most areas of West Virginia.  
Admittedly, when we approached Charleston after 
driving through so much beautiful and rustic, yet 
vulnerable, land in Appalachia, it was hard to imagine 
this bustling city as being ravaged and impoverished 
by the coal mining industry in any way.  I feel that 

this impression is 
t yp i ca l o f the 
overall perception 
we have of our 
own country as a 
whole:  We are 
t h e m o s t 
developed and 
t h e m o s t 
powerful country 
in the world; how 

could there be anything insidious lurking underneath 
the gleaming façade of prosperity?  
 In reality, there is a shameful number of 
families who live below the poverty line in our 
country, one of the richest in the world. What is 
even worse is that in these pockets of destitution—
where they may lack everything from adequate food 
and drinking water to viable opportunities for 
education and healthcare—the people living there 
are invisible to us.  Because they have no voice, they 
are not heard.  If you research ‘South Park, 
Charleston, West Virginia,’ you will be hard-pressed 
to find any mention of the neighborhood that we 
were in.  This neighborhood is made up of 
approximately 80 families, 79 of which have an annual 
income of less than $8,000. These families are 
completely dependent upon a government welfare 
program, which helps them live day-to-day but which 
struggles in implementing any sort of sustainability of 
stability for the future.  The housing project in South 
Park, which provides small apartments to many of 
the families, is built around an after-school care 

Working with Children in South Park, Charleston 
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THIS NEIGHBORHOOD IS 
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APPROXIMATELY 80 
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HAVE AN ANNUAL INCOME 
OF LESS THAN $8,000 

Our service at this facility 
was technically focused on 
helping the children with 
their homework and giving 
them the individualized 
attention that they often 
cannot receive.  Working 
w i t h t h e s e k i d s 
academically made me 
reflect a lot upon the idea 
that many people hold 
about areas of extreme 
p o v e r t y l i k e t h i s 
neighborhood, the idea that 
these people are not as 
well educated, so they must 
be unintelligent and/or lazy. 
However, I am confident 
t h a t e v e n t h e m o s t 
ignorant proponent of this 
mistaken idea would have 
been able to see how 
smart and perceptive these 
c h i l d r e n we re — t h e y 



were excited that someone 
cared enough to assist them. On 
the other s ide of th ings , 
however, it was evident that 
these kids were growing up in a 
household where they might be 
neglected because their parents 
were extensively preoccupied 
with the onerous responsibilities 
of supporting their family.  If you 
can remember being a child, then 
you can probably understand 
that if the pressing need for love 
a n d a t t e n t i o n i s u n d e r-
nourished, it has the potential to 
profoundly stunt emotional and 
psychological development.  
Many of the kids had moments 
of acting out for attention that I 
could see as a result of this 
upbringing.  

 Our other, and perhaps 
even more important, task at the 
after-school program was to play 
and simply interact with the kids 
on a basic level.  Whether we 
were being silly and playing crazy 
and imaginative games, or 
reflecting quietly and coloring 
together, everyone had such an 
amazing experience learning 
from and laughing with these 
children.  Their independence 
and ambition were astounding—
it made me think about what 
dynamic and positive catalysts 
for change these kids could grow 
up to be.  Even though economic 
circumstances are currently poor 
for them, their intelligence and 
potential make the future of 
their community seem brighter 

to me.  Playing with the kids in 
South Park encapsulated so 
m u c h o f t h e i n c r e d i b l e 
experience I had with SEEDS 
over Spring Break—the service 
that we did, the individuals that 
we met, and the things that we 
learned enriched us and those 
around us in a significant way 
each and every day.  I can only 
hope that in the future these 
kids will use both their positive 
assets and their personal 
obstacles as motivation to be 
act iv i s t s for change , and , 
specifically, to speak for their 
own and the many other 
i m p o v e r i s h e d a n d 
underrepresented communities 
with no voices in West Virginia.

The Life of a Seed in a Garden, and the Experiences that Follow
by June Zhou, WC’ 13

So, the first day I was planted into the soil
I was a little delicate seed then
I needed water, sun, manure and enough oxygen to surround me, 
I needed support from the fertile soil beneath me
I was new in the garden but I was willing to meet all the other seeds
And I was excited, excited to grow, to learn and to share
This was the day I was accepted into the SEEDS Community

Then, I slowly began to grow healthily under such care and comfort
I made friends with the other seedlings next to me
And got to know them better
We were of different sizes, colors and shapes – each of us had a different smile and scent
What mattered to me the most was that we were all in one garden
We were one community
This is what I hoped for in the mountains of West Virginia

Day by day, slowly, my roots reached deeper into the soil,
My stem grew, and I grew taller, I became more aware 
Not only about issues related to mountain top removal, and coal mining
But the various communities that were affected in different ways
As a seed, I learnt that in life I had to face whatever challenges that were being thrown at me – the non stop 
rain, the scorching sun, and the strong winds
This was when I met the Big Creek Community 



As a team, including Bryan, our SEEDS staff member, we were really productive 
I had a great time painting while the radio was playing in the background
It was my first time painting, and after, we rearranged furniture to make the living room look more 
spacious 
Speaking of firsts, it was also my first time chopping trees in another community
Bryan helped us nail the walls to hang her pictures up again
At the same time, doing something so small and effortless I realized could make such a huge difference to 
Katie, we were pretty satisfied with the outcome and it was so worth it
We were able to put a smile on her face and it made me feel so happy 
When she asked “you guys are leaving me again?” it made me feel a bit sad that we were going to leave 
her, and weren’t able to keep her company 
But I also knew that, now her home didn’t feel as depressing as before
We painted her kitchen light yellow and her dining room light blue as she requested
Her home nurse shared stories with us about the community – drugs, non-qualified teachers and 
doctors, means of transportation to the nearest hospital: 
helicopter
Hence, many patients died on the way to the hospital
This was when we spent time in Katie’s home

Despite the problems these communities faced, as long as they held onto each other in this garden, they 
were able to overcome all obstacles 
Their positivism was shared through their stories, laughter, wonderful guitar and song performances, 
They made me look outside the box – outside the UR bubble 
To realize there are bigger problems going on in this world outside of UR
Since I get so consumed in my everyday life here and don’t see what’s going on out there
This was when we left Big Creek Community to our next destination

Throughout this entire journey, I bonded with the other seedlings better
Waking up early, and doing community service, I didn’t catch up with much sleep 
Yet, I was so glad I was contributing to such a meaningful cause during spring break and it was comforting 
to know I had the support of the other seedlings
Our firm grip onto the soil reassured me about our willingness to help these communities out as a group
Our awareness grew stronger after being at various communities and this garden soon became a place I 
became really used to
It didn’t feel strange anymore
This was when we were almost through the week



We blossomed during that season, 
After going through a whole week of emotions; tears and laughter
We were going to head back to the University of Richmond again, 
We would be going back to our usual lives – time does fly
But this garden we grew up in as SEEDS will forever remain in our memory
Back to school stress might attempt to ruin this garden, but it won’t succeed because what we 
share won’t dry out and die easily
This is when we got back to the University of Richmond

Painting has been a small part of my entire trip, 
But I’ll leave the other seedlings to describe the other sections of the trip
What an experience! – One I learned lessons from and where my good memories left deep marks
We will experience different seasons, time zones will change, and we might take a day or two to 
readjust back to this bubble
We will join your own little gardens back in this bubble – some will graduate soon 
So, next time round, I’ll be talking to you from another garden
But we will no longer be strangers, since we have become one community, one garden
I’ll surely miss all my wonderful flowers from this garden and the great memories we had together
But I know we all now share one thing in common,
We were all little SEEDS once upon a time

Sustainable Charter Schools
Julie Yermack ’13

In  Louisiana  there are 100 
charter schools and 70 of 
them are in the city of New 
Orleans. After Katrina, there 
was a major renovation of the 
public school system, and from 
the outside it seems like the 
perfect experiment.   Charter 
schools have more leeway with 
their  curriculum  so they can 
cater to students’ needs in 
different ways.   For instance, 
we volunteered with Langston 
Hughes Academy in the 
gardening program.   They 
teach and reinforce lessons in 
science through actual hands 
on experience in an all-organic 
garden. As I walked around the 
school though, and met more 
teachers and faculty, I was 
recogn iz ing a pat tern – 
Americorps and Teach For 
America  participants were 

throughout. The reasoning for 
w h y , b a s e d 
in  hurricane  aftermath, is 
actually not as important as 
looking towards the future.  
Having this type of faculty is a 
cool idea because the teachers 
are young and creative, but 
they also get burned out 
quickly, according to one staff 
member I spoke with.  They 
work something like 80 
hours a week including 
creating lesson plans and 
after school tutoring, and 
may simply be too tired to 
c o n t i n u e a f t e r t h e i r 
contracts expire.   It is 
unsustainable, but where is 
the solution?  There needs 
to be a combination of 
l o c a l s a n d o u t s i d e r s 
teaching.  New Orleans has 
a culture that few recent 

college graduates know and 
live.  That culture is important 
to be looked at, or at least 
portrayed in the classroom.  
Local teachers serve as role 
models.   The charter school 
system is often  referred  to as 
the education experiment, so I 
suppose only time will tell if it 
was a success.



 We s t V i r g i n i a i s a 
complex and beautiful place. The 
landscape includes everything 
from mountains to lush green 
trees, which is not surprising 
why one of West Virginia’s main 
industries is ecotourism. The 
other main industry in West 
Virginia is coal mining, which 
unfortunately treads on its 
wonderful natural beauty and 
therefore hinders tourism. 
Besides its landscape and coal, 
West Virginia is 
k n o w n f o r 
o ther th ings 
s u c h a s i t s 
p o v e r t y . I n 
places such as 
M c D o w e l l 
C o u n t y t h e 
poverty seems 
to be at the 
same level as 
s o m e t h i r d 
w o r l d 
c o u n t r i e s . 
H o u s e s a n d t r a i l e r s a re 
scattered along the mountains 
and dirt roads, hidden from sight 
by people passing by. This 
physical poverty is not only 
hidden from passerby, but also 
from the social and political 
platforms in our country. 
 Driving down to Big 
C re e k Pe o p l e i n A c t i o n 
Community Center gave me 
mixed feelings. I saw large green 
fields with cows and horses, 
mountains, trees, and then 
trailers and trucks that looked 
abandoned. I thought to myself, 
there is no way anybody lives in 

these places. I was mistaken and 
shown an even more intense 
view of this reality once we 
arrived to War, West Virginia. At 
Big Creek we met a wonderful 
woman named Marsha Timpson, 
who showed us the wonderful 
and terrible things happening in 
her community. I don’t think we 
could have gotten a more 
holistic and intentional view of 
McDowell from any other 
person. Marsha has so much 

charisma and knows so much 
about her community that she 
transcends her enthusiasm to 
anyone she meets. Along with 
Scottie Perez, a colleague and 
community handyman, Marsha 
taught the SEEDS crew so much 
about War and the issues 
plaguing their friends, family, and 
neighbors. Although I make these 
distinctions, Marsha does not – 
everyone is family in this 
community! 

While driving to the 
school that was no longer in use 
b e c a u s e o f t h e m a s s i v e 
population decrease in the area 
by more than half, Marsha asked 

me to look at some of the 
houses and trailers that we 
passed. She asked me, “do you 
think someone lives there?” I 
said, very tentatively, “I don’t 
think so.” She said, “yup! A family 
o f 7 l i ve s there ! ” I was 
astonished to hear something 
like that. This trailer shouldn’t fit 
more than one person, if that. 
The windows were broken, the 
door kicked in, and the roof 
caving inside. There wasn’t any 
sign of insulation or heat and 
even if there were it would 
escape through all the holes and 
broken windows. It was snowing 
that day and I was thinking how 
cold the people who lived there 
must have been! It’s absolutely 
amazing what people will endure 
to live in the community they 
love or what they have to 
endure for survival. 

T h e s c h o o l b o a r d 
decided to donate whatever 
furniture Big Creek wanted from 
the abandoned school. We took 
out desks, cabinets, and tables 
that the community center could 
find use for. It was an ordeal to 
walk in and out of the school 
because of the shape it was in. 
There was debris everywhere 
and what looked like asbestos. 
This was the “black school” 
when segregation was still in 
place in West Virginia and then 
became the middle school for 
students in the area. The 
condition of the school seemed 
l i ke a me t aphor fo r t he 
condition of education in parts 
of West Virginia. Marsha told us 

A Community Landscape 
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that a mother of one of 
the students that comes to her 
a f t e r s c h o o l p ro g r a m w a s 
complaining that the Spanish 
teacher doesn’t speak Spanish. 
This was shocking to me, but 
Marsha didn’t seem fazed because 
of the frequency things like this 
happen here. Don’t mistake this 
lack of reaction to complacency. 
People such as Marsha, Scottie, 
and our musical entertainer 
Chester all know about the 
injustices and issues that need to 
be tackled in their community, 
but because they see it so much 
it is no longer productive to be 
shocked or angry. 

Once we were done at 
the school Marsha wanted to 
take us to the lake. It was a 
beautiful snowy day and I was 
sitting in the passenger seat of 
Marsha’s car grooving to some 
tunes when she put the music 
down and showed me a quaint 
and pretty wooden cabin at the 
bottom of the hill. She said this 
was her mother’s house that was 
p a s s e d d o w n f ro m m a ny 
generations and was here when 
War was first colonized from the 
Native Americans. The pride was 
glowing from her face and I could 
tell that this spot meant so much 
to her. Once we arrived at the 
lake and looked around and 
crossed the bridge to take some 
magical pictures, Marsha wanted 
to tell us some stories about 
War. She told us about the 
creation of the town War and 
more specifically the name. This 
area used to be a hunting ground 
for Native Americans and a place 
where a battle between two 
tribes took place. Through a 

progression of names the end 
name the people decided to keep 
was War. 

After this story Marsha 
told us a more recent story 
about the lake. There was a 
wonderful wedding there that the 
community helped prepare, 
including Marsha and Scottie. 
There was also a funeral for a 
man who loved this lake so much 
that his family knew they had to 
have it there. His daughter didn’t 
care about the implications of not 
having the funeral in a church and 
knew that it was the right thing 
to do even if his sisters did not 
agree. The reason I’m sharing 
these stories is not solely for 
sentimental value. I want you to 
understand 
t h e 
connections 
people have 
to this land 
a n d h o w 
i m p o r t a n t 
this area is 
to them. 
Marsha and 
h e r 
co l l e a g ue s 
s a v e d t h e 
l a k e , f o r 
now, through 
a scheme of events that led to 
the state senator calling Marsha 
about it. Marsha and Big Creek 
were fighting to try and stop 
mining from occurring above the 
lake and therefore making the 
lake the place where all the 
debris such as cut down trees, 
blown up mountain, and excess 
coal bits fall into. It would ruin 
the lake and kill everything 
beautiful about it because it 

would be filled in. Through 
connections in the community it 
was discovered that the lake had 
over sixty species of fish and 
some were on the endangered 
species list. Because of this 
information it was no longer 
allowed for them to mine in that 
area. This was only accomplished 
after the local and federal 
government discovered this 
through a local article. The 
senator called Marsha and asked 
her if this was true. She thought 
that he was going to discover that 
this information might not have 
been true or to chastise her 
efforts for fighting against the 
mining. This was one win for the 
community, but this doesn’t 

nearly start to attack the 
institutionalized issues that they 
are up against. 

After leaving the lake with 
a much better understanding of 
the fight and reasons for staying 
in War, West Virginia, Marsha and I 
danced to some Katy Perry, but 
then things got more serious. We 
talked about another service 
group that came to volunteer 
with Big Creek. It was a group of 
girls from a university that came 



home to paint the rooms 
and fix up the house in general. 
The girls went to the home and 
met the family before starting to 
work. After they left the trailer 
and talked to Marsha they all 
told her that they didn’t want to 
work with that family. Marsha 
was surprised because they are a 
well-known and respected family 
in the community. She asked 
them why and they said the 
parents don’t treat their children 
well. This was another blow to 
Marsha. “How do you mean?” 
One girl responded, “well they 
treat that horse better than they 
treat their children.” Marsha was 
confused at this and said the 
horse is the family’s horse. The 
children love it and the parents 
love it. Whenever people come 
to visit and they meet them for 
the first time everyone goes 
straight to the backyard to show 
them the horse. They are so 
proud of the horse and it is 
basically part of the family. 
Marsha said, “we are horse 
people here. If you need to give 
away your horse because you 
can’t afford it then you are at 

lowest of the low.” 
Having a horse is 
having hope for this 
family and many 
others like it. Once 
Marsha explained 
this to the girls they 
understood and 
went over the next 
day with a new 
a t t i t u d e . T h e y 
painted the rooms 
and fixed up the 

house and it looked beautiful. 
This story is one of many 

that demonstrate the differences 
in culture and misunderstandings 
people from the outside can 
have. Coming into a different 
community you have to be open 
and tolerant to all situations and 
explanations for behaviors. 
Scottie was telling me about a 
man that lived up the street from 
the community center. He lives 
in “the green house.” It is in the 
worst shape I have ever seen a 
house and that includes ones 
that are no longer suitable to be 
lived in. The ceiling was basically 
caved in fully, the windows were 
broken, the fences on the 
ground, the siding was pealing 
off, and so much more damage 
was present. Scottie told me that 
they tried everything to make 
the man leave the house. They 
even had a trailer donated to 
them for him and the center 
was willing to set it up for him 
as well as demolish his old 
house. The man refused. A 
government agency called him 
by the begging of his sister to 
determine whether she could 

make the decision for him. They 
talked to him for ten minutes on 
the phone and said he was sane 
enough to make h is own 
decisions. The sister and Scottie 
did not agree. How could they 
think this when he clearly was 
putting his life in danger? The 
man told Scottie, “you can drag 
my body out when the ceiling 
caves in on top of me.” Scottie’s 
frustration was palpable and I 
was astonished to hear this 
story, but Scottie explained that 
people are tied to their land and 
homes here. It is the only thing 
they can claim to be their own 
and their pride. I want to leave 
you with this thought because 
I’m sure after learning about the 
troubles in West Virginia you ask, 
why don’t they just leave? This is 
an option and many people do 
especially the most intelligent 
and successful because there are 
no opportunities there for them 
in places like McDowell County. 
However, many don’t leave 
because of the attachment they 
have to their land. Everyone lives 
near their family and friends they 
have known forever and it 
creates a wonderful sense of 
community that is lost in many 
other places in the United 
States. 



 Dr. Mike is an older man 
with a wheezy, deep, Southern 
voice. He runs a free medical 
clinic and is married to Brenda, a 
former chief of a federally 
unrecognized Indian nation 
known as the Houma. Robin is 
seven, is very talkative, and loves 
everything green. She plants 
flowers at home and enjoys 
singing, but her passion is 
writing. Sarah is a lawyer in her 
late twenties. She works with 

multiple non-profit organizations 
addressing education issues. 
Occasionally, she gives tours of 
local places to interested 
listeners. All of these people are 
different ages, have varying 
b a c k g ro u n d s , d e g re e s o f 
education, home lives, eating 
habits, and ethnicities. Though 
this may seem to be the case, 
they are all actually members of 

the same community: New 
Orleans. 
 When Hurricane Katrina 
struck the Gulf Coast in 2005, 
New Orleans was devastated. It 
is estimated that 1,836 people 
died in the initial hit of the 
hurricane and flooding. Following 
this, there were also deaths and 
i n j u r i e s d u e t o l a c k o f 
government response, and aid to 
the affected area. Amidst all this 
destruction and panic in New 

Orleans, it surprised me to hear 
o f t h e c o m m u n i t y a n d 
surrounding areas. It is not just 
the internal community either, 
but the extended family of 
people who helped directly 
f o l l ow i n g a n d s i n c e t h i s 
hurricane.
 Sarah took our SEEDS 
group on a tour of the Lower 
Ninth Ward and explained to us 
many stor ies of v io lence , 

heroism, and camaraderie in the 
midst of so much anguish. As we 
were driving she spoke of the 
Superdome, and the chaos that 
occurred within as people were 
forced under the roof together 
in hopes of safety and aid. 
However, as tension grew there 
became issues of theft and mobs 
of people taking supplies, even 
before they were distributed to 
the elderly, children, and women. 
She talked of a single cop 
standing in front of a container 
of goods yelling, “I may not be 
able to stop all of you, but I 
know I will at least get the first 
that tries to ambush this!” as he 
pointed his gun out in anger. 
Sarah then said that a well-
known violent gang from the 
area stood behind the cop as 
their leader yelled that they 
were going to stop anyone 
because they’d be damned if 
s o m e o n e s t o l e f ro m h i s 
grandma. Though a more drastic 
case, it does show how much the 
suffering came from everywhere 
and affected everyone, policeman 
to gang member.
 Another story was told 
that in the time following 
Katrina, there would be instances 
where people would just break 
into tears, hearts still broken 
over loss and pain holding their 
lives. Strangers of the New 
Orleans area would simply walk 
up to one another and comfort 
each other with words and hugs, 
because though they may be 
different, everyone understood 
the feeling.

Louisiana Communities 
Lisa Hozey ’15



HOUMA, LA

THE ST. BERNARD'S 
PROJECT

LANGSTON HUGHES 
ACADEMY

THE LOWER 9TH WARD

Dr. Mike and Mrs. Brenda, 
though located South of New 
Orleans, were sill affected by the 
community feeling after the 
storm. The Houma is a nation of 
17,000 people, a majority of which 
live in the bayou. For various 
po l i t i c a l reasons , the U.S . 
government does not recognize 
the Houma nation so when 
organizations such as FEMA did 
show up to the bayous, they did 
nothing to help the tribe. What 
surprised me was the response 
and actions that others made to 
help those in need. Dr. Mike and 
Brenda opened their home to 
strangers from all over who had 
lost homes to Katrina, and their 
yard housed “tent cities” of 
volunteers who worked to help 
rebuild the surrounding area. 

The volunteers were from 
the community and from outside 
of it as well, some not even 

American, all just coming from any 
and everywhere to help members 
of a greater global community. 
There are missions like the St. 
Bernhard’s Project that sprang up 
within New Orleans, but has had 
thousands of volunteers involved 
to put over four hundred people 
back into homes. “The Make it 
Right Foundation” from Brad Pitt 
is a initiative put together by the 
star to not only stabilize the 
community but establish even 
better conditions than there were 
before. Even teachers are a part of 
the action, addressing problems of 
education by building and running 
charter schools to help children 
like Robin learn to read on and 
above their reading levels so they 
can complete high school and 
college to then hopefully come 
back home and improve their 
community further.



 The most rewarding 
aspect of my SEEDS experience 
was interacting with the local 
people. The locals’ connection to 
their land and community was 
evident from our first group 
conversation with Marsha in the 
Big Creek People in Action 
community center in War. 
Marsha talked with us about how 
the consolidation of Big Creek 
high school in McDowell County 
resulted in negative effects 
ranging in scale from longer bus 
rides for school students to the 
l o s s o f m a ny B i g C re e k 
traditions. 
 Marsha spoke about her 
community and family history 
w i t h s u c h p a s s i o n a n d 
reverence. Many of Marsha’s 
family members, including her 
children, still live in the same 
“holler” where Marsha was born 
and raised. Everyone we met and 
spoke with at Big Creek talked 
about their strong sense of 
community, their unconditional 
willingness to help each other in 
times of need, and their desire to 
improve their communities.
 T h e p e o p l e i n t h e 
communities we visited, both in 
Big Ugly and Big Creek, had an 
incredibly strong sense of place. 
O v e r t h e y e a r s , t h e s e 
communities have experienced 
many triumphs and failures. What 
makes each community strong is 
that every member of the 
community has shared in these 
experiences. For example, the 
McDowell County floods from 
2001 and 2002 were devastating 

for the Big Creek and War 
c o m m u n i t i e s , b u t t h e 
mobilization of the community in 
the wake of the floods was 
incredible. Although in many 
ways the community is still 
recovering, the compassion, 
p o s i t i v e a t t i t u d e s , a n d 
commitment of the members Big 
Creek People in Action showed 
us that the people who still live 
in the area are both proud and 
resilient. 

The people of McDowell 
County expressed the deep love 
and compassion they had for 
their home through their 
numerous stories and passionate 
fellowship. Chester Ball, a famous 
mu s i c i a n f ro m t h e a re a , 
exemplified the type of people 
we interacted with in McDowell 
County. He was so passionate 

about his music, which included 
many songs that represent 
stories and poems about the 
struggles and successes of the 
people in McDowell County. 
Some of the songs talked about 
coal mining, some about the 
mountains, and others about the 
devastating floods. All of his 
songs and stories carried enough 
emotion to inspire us all and 
bring some of us to tears. During 
this night of fellowship, Chester 
stressed the importance of 
friendship, and that, if any of us 
were ever to visit McDowell 
County again, we would have a 
nice place to stay and would be 
well fed. 

In closing I’d like to share 
some of the lyrics from a favorite 
song of mine that illustrate the 
connection the people of Big 
Creek and Big Ugly have with 
their mountains, their homes, 
and their way of life. It is called 
The Mountain, and it was written 
by Levon Helm. 

I was born on th i s 
mountain; this mountain’s my 
home. She holds me and she 
keeps me from the worry and 
the woe . Wel l , they took 
everything she gave, she gave and 
now she’s gone, but I’ll die on 
this mountain, this mountain’s my 
home. 

I was born on th i s 
mountain, but now I am old, and I 
know every holler, every cool 
swimming hole. Till one night I 
laid down, and I woke up to find 
that my childhood was over, I 
went back down in the mine.  

Connection to the Land, Community, Family
Ethan Strickler ’12



 While stay ing in B ig 
Creek, West Virginia, a small group 
of SEEDS members and I went to 
a service site at the home of a 
woman named Katie who lived in 
a hollow of Big Creek.  Katie was 
62 years old, overweight, and had 
uncontrolled diabetes.  She was 
blind in one of her eyes and had 
crippled feet from the disease, and 
her we i gh t and cond i t ion 
prevented her from walking.  She 
required an at-home nurse to 
care for her every day.  Our 
project at her home was to re-
organize and paint her family 
room and kitchen, both of which 
were dark, cluttered, and somber.  
Because she essentially never left 
the house, aside from her doctor’s 
visits, her life did not extend far 
beyond the walls of these rooms.  
It was a touching experience to 
see the impact something as 
simple as painting and cleaning a 
room—something Katie was 
physically unable to do—could 
have on a person’s everyday life.   
 During our two days at 
Katie’s home, we had several 
conversations with her at-home 
nurse, Cindy, who came to care 
for Katie from 7am to 3pm every 
day.  Cindy was a short, plump, 
and gregarious person. We asked 
her about the quality and access 
to health care in the area, and she 
was more than willing to speak to 
us about the poor and corrupt 
system that is in place.  Having 
been a nurse in the area for over 
20 years, she had countless 
stories she wanted to share. 
Firstly, the area, being poor and 
lowly-populated, does not have 

adequate access to health care.  
The vast majority of the persons 
who live in Big Creek are 
uninsured; thus, they only have 
one option of providers if they 
need medical care: the state 
hospital located over an hour’s 
drive from some people’s home.  
As Cindy explained to us, the 
doctors who work at this hospital 
are flown in from outside cities 
and towns, as no doctors live in 
Big Creek itself.  As a result, most 
doctors are not personally 
connected to the area or truly 
invested in the people that live 
there.  In her experience, Cindy 
had met two really wonderful 
doctors, who demonstrated a 
very high level of compassion and 
investment in their work.  But as 
she said, “They’re not here 
anymore. All the good doctors 
leave. No good doctor wants to 
stay here.” 

Thus, the people of Big 
Creek are left with the state-
a p p o i n t e d d o c t o r s i n a n 
underfunded hospital.  The most 
s h o c k i n g a n d d i s t u r b i n g 
consequence of the system at the 
hospital is the gross over-
prescription of pain medications 
that the doctors give to people in 
the area.  “If you go in with a 
tooth ache, you’ll walk out with a 
prescription for morphine,” Cindy 
told us.  As she explained, the 
doctors get paid by the types of 
drugs they prescribe.  If they 
prescribe expensive, prescription 
pain killers, they receive larger 
paychecks.  Three doctors from 
the hospital to date have been 
sued for malpractice and had their 

l i c e n s e s r e v o k e d , b u t 
unfortunately the corruption still 
continues. The dire consequence 
of this unethical practice is the 
number of people in Big Creek 
that are now physically and 
mentally addicted to prescription 
drugs.  Even more disturbingly, 
many individuals in the older 
population supply the drugs to 
the younger population. “You’d be 
lucky to find a person over 55 
here that doesn’t have at least 
one prescription for pain killers,” 
she said. “And they sell it to the 
young generations as a way to 
supplement their income.” As she 
told us, oxycotton is the most 
abused drug used in the area, 
followed closely by morphine. “It’s 
really terrible to see. Just like the 
good doctors, young people don’t 
stay here. The only young people 
that stay are the ones addicted to 
drugs.”  
 C i n d y t o l d u s a 
particularly unsettling story of an 
older woman that used to be a 
patient of hers. The woman was 
taking morphine for chronic back 
pain, and had been addicted to the 
drug for many years.  The woman 
desperately wanted more but was 
unable to re-fill her prescription 
for another few weeks.  In her 
frenzy of addiction, she shot 
herself twice, once through the fat 
in her stomach and once in her 

Drug Addiction and Health Care
Kelsey Sherman ’12



shoulder.  She wasn’t trying to kill 
herself, Cindy explained, she was 
t r y i n g t o i n j u r e h e r s e l f 
significantly enough that could 
get a stronger prescription.  
Situations like this are apparently 
relatively common in the area.
 Of course, not all people 
in Big Creek are addicted to 
drugs or take pain killers. Cindy 
and her husband, for example, 
adamantly refuse to take any of 
them, although both have been 
prescribed them previously.  For 
them, the sad consequence of 

the health care system in place is 
the very poor quality of services 
they receive.  Cindy, like many 
individuals in coal mining towns, 
has had to have her gall bladder 
removed.  The surgery is 
relatively simple and routine, and 
should by no means be life-
threatening.  However, Cindy has 
personally known two people 
who have d i ed f rom the 
procedure, and she herself had a 
near-death experience. “I died 
three times on the table, but they 
were able to resuscitate me. I 

was a lucky one,” she told us.  
She shared numerous stories 
about her neighbors in Big Creek 
who have suffered or died from 
the poor quality of care provided 
at the hospital.
 For me, Cindy’s stories 
brought the true influence of 
coal on the individuals in these 
communities full-circle. Poverty, 
sickness, drug addiction, and 
poor health care are the norm in 
Big Creek.  It was an incredibly 
humbling and perception-sifting 
experience. 

Health Care in New Orleans 
Addy Asante ’13

F r o m H u r r i c a n e 
Katrina, which took the lives of 
1 ,464 peop le (Lou i s i ana 
Department of Health), to the 
2009 BP oil spill that killed 
eleven workers when the rig 
exploded, New Orleans has 
endured its fair share of 
tragedy. The tragedies caused 
many people in New Orleans 
t o h ave p ro b l e m s w i t h 
accessing healthcare. According 
to ScienceDaily, mental and 
phys ica l health problems 
increased by up to three times 
a f ter Hurr icane Katr ina . 
Another survey reported by 
the New York Times also found 
a huge increase in anxiety and 

p o s t - t r a u m a t i c s t r e s s 
symptoms, including flashbacks 
and nightmares. The survey 
also reports that women, 
young adults, and lower-
income residents suffered the 
most after the hurricane hit.

Healthcare in New 
Orleans, LA, was problematic 
even before Hurricane Katrina 

and the oil spill. While in the 
city, SEEDS met with a former 
UR student who is currently in 
his third year of medical school 
at Tu lane Univers i ty. He 
explained that Louisiana ranks 
near the bottom of the U.S. 
states when it comes to 
healthcare. New Orleans has 
more problems than forgetting 
to wash one’s hands or 
forgetting to cover one’s 
mouth when one coughs: New 
Orleans faces socioeconomic 
barriers to health access that 
are insurmountable for many 
families. Furthermore, The 
K a i s e r C o m m i s s i o n o n 
Medicaid and the Uninsured 

explains that by the time 
Katrina hit New Orleans in 
2005, “Louisiana had high rates 
of chronic diseases and ranked 
among the worst in the nation 
for infant mortality, AIDS cases, 
and diabetes mortality.” In 
addition, 20% of people in 
L o u i s i a n a a n d 2 8 % o f 
individuals in New Orleans 
lacked health insurance before 
Katrina. 

K a t r i n a d e s t roye d 
several buildings, businesses, 
and homes but the biggest 
problem it caused is the 
destruction of several clinics 
and hospitals like Charity 
Hospital, which served as the 
main source of healthcare for 
the low-income uninsured. The 
University Hospital was also 
c l o s e d . P r i v a t e c l i n i c s 
attempted to open, though the 
low-income uninsured could 
not benefit from this. To add to 
the problem, job loss after 
Katrina led to higher rates of 
uninsured individuals. Still, the 



requirements for Medicaid were 
not adjusted to better allow 
people to seek medical help. It 
took more than a year after the 
hurricane for state-licensed 
hospital beds to operate (Kaiser 
Commission on Medicaid and 
the Uninsured).

The disasterous 2009 BP 
oil spill further exacerbated 
Louisiana’s health woes. News 
reports failed to document the 
detrimental health effects that 
re su l t ed f rom the s p i l l . 
According to a 2011 article in 
the New England Journal of 
Medicine, “one year after the 
Gulf oil spill…the full magnitude 
of the…human health effects of 
this major disaster remain 
unknown. Potential health 
consequences of oil spills fall 
into four categories: those 
related to worker safety; 

toxicology effects; mental health 
e f f e c t s f ro m s o c i a l a n d 
economic disrupt ion; and 
ecosystem effects that have 
consequences for human 
health.” While in Louisiana, we 
had the privilege of meeting Dr. 
Michael Robichaux who opened 
a detoxification center at his 
home in Raceland to help 
patients who suffered from 
illnesses due to the oil spill and 
the chemicals used in the clean 
up. The center has received 
funding to help up to 100 
patients, and Dr. Robicheaux 
hopes that he can scrounge 
enough money to continue the 
program after he treats his 
initial 100 patients. Though he 
has not yet quantifiably proven 
the success of his program, he 
truly believes that his work is 
making people better.  Patients 

come in for a 30-day outpatient 
care where they take vitamins, 
exercise, and sit in a sauna to 
“sweat out” the toxins. At the 
time we were at the center, the 
detox center had helped close 
to 30 patients 

It is amazing that in 
times of disaster, some of the 
basic human necessities like 
medical care are lost. Rather 
than giving attention to this, 
institutions appear to be more 
concerned with the economic 
side effects rather than the 
medical problems that should 
be immediately addressed. 
Thankfully, volunteers and 
people like Dr. Robichaux 
devote their time and abilities 
to assist those who suffer 
medically, giving people hope 
that is not afforded to them 
otherwise.

Coal Mine Tour
Andrew Talbot ’15

Coal makes dreams 
come true and powers the 
happiest place on Earth. The 
SEEDS Project toured the coal 
mine that spins the whirling 
teacups and lights up the Magic 
Kingdom- and the tiny mine is 
truly a “smal l world.” It 
employs only a dozen people, 
yet it powers the dreams of 
hundreds of thousands of 
children. 
 I have been on Space 
Mountain, and I have also been 
on this “Coal Mountain.” I can 
say without a doubt that I will 
gladly ride Space Mountain 

before anyone sends me down 
a coal shaft. Peering into those 
shafts is like looking into an 
abyss. The falsity of Space 
Mountain makes it fun.; the 
dark and claustrophobic coal 
shafts, on the other hand, spit 
hot air at you straight from the 
depths of the earth. It is too 
real, and too grim. The men 
who go down into the dark 
abyss every day often do so for 
twenty or thirty years. The 
prolonged exposure to harmful 
particulates means that the 
men behind Mickey Mouse will 
almost certainly die from black 



lung or related illness. Forget no 
smoking at Disney World: these 
men are lucky enough to breathe 
in harmful pollutants just by 
going to work. 
 These shafts are death 
sentences for many men and 
doors to imagination for many 
young children: the duality of 
these seemingly simple mines is 
extraordinary. This shaft will not 

b e h e r e f o r e v e r a n d 
u n e m p l oy m e n t f o r t h e s e 
workers is what follows the 
mine’s shutdown. The workers 
face hunger, medical bills for 
mining-related illness that they 
will not be able to pay, and home 
eviction; but Disney World will 
just get its energy from coal 
elsewhere. Learning about this 
coal mine really made me think: 

Why can’t we keep children 
happy with alternative energy 
sources? Keep our homes 
heated? Keep food on West 
Virginians’ tables? When will 
there be a solution? These are 
the central questions of our life 
today, and they all come about 
while standing on this coal mine.

Hope and Inequality
Kim Laney ’15

If there was one aspect 
of our trip to Louisiana that 
impacted me , i t was the 
injustices that people faced, and 
yet somehow overcame. There 
were many “wow” moments for 
me, but what interested me the 
most were the racial and socio-
economic injustices that we 
were exposed to. My curiosity 
was first sparked during one of 
the SEEDS meetings we had 
prior to our trip. Someone was 
speaking about the aftermath of 
H u r r i c a n e K a t r i n a , a n d 
mentioned the significance of 
the “x’s” drawn by rescue 
soldiers on the houses. The date 

of the soldiers’ visit is written at 
the top of the x, along with 
other factors written around it. 
They explained that if you 
compared the dates between 
the poorer and wealthier 
communities, you could tell that 
the soldiers came later to the 
poorer communities, sometimes 
as late as early September. When 
we drove through New Orleans 
for the first time, I immediately 
looked for the x’s. Sure enough, I 
saw many dates from early 
September, especially in the 
Lower Ninth Ward. I found this 
to be unbelievable, not only that 
the wealthy were favored, but 

t h a t t h e 
injustice was 
m a d e s o 
p h y s i c a l l y 
obvious. 
 We also 
saw obv ious 
inequality when 
w e v i s i t e d 
B re n d a , t h e 
former chief of 
t h e H o u m a 
N a t i o n i n 
S o u t h e r n 
Louisiana. After 

Hurricane Katrina, the Houma 
tribe wasn’t able to receive aid 
from FEMA solely because they 
were not federally recognized. 
The Houma had to fend for 
themselves during the disaster, 
so Brenda took charge and 
e n l i s t e d h e l p f r o m t h e 
c o m m u n i t y. T h o u g h s h e 
dismissed the act as simply her 
duty, she gathered hundreds of 
volunteers to help, and allowed 
all of them to camp out on her 
property. The volunteers were 
welcomed with a great sense of 
trust, and were allowed to freely 
move in and out of her house. 
She sacrificed the comfort of 
her home to help the Houma 
Nation, and I found this truly 
admirable. It’s easy to use words 
without the intention of acting 
upon them, but Brenda taught 
me the true meaning of keeping 
a promise that was made. 

The tribe also faced the 
challenges of recovering missing 
members, especially the older 
generation. Many of the elders 
can only speak Houma French, 
and had difficulty communicating 
with people outside of the 
tribe. Without the reading 



and writing skills in 
English, the lost people would 
have had a difficult time coming 
home. Brenda attempted to 
solve this by faxing out posters 
with the Houma symbol and 
phone number. The goal was to 
have the people recognize the 
symbol as the Houma’s, and 
that they would hopefully 
contact the tribe by phone.

Though th i s s tor y 
sounds inspiring and hopeful, I 
always need to remind myself 
the root of it was caused by a 
corrupt government. Hearing 
stories like these reminds me 
that the greatest human 
qualities can come through the 
worst disasters. Sometimes 
compassion and strength come 
at the times that it’s most 

needed, and these are the 
qualities that are needed to 
overcome such obstacles. Even 
w h e n t h e s e r a c i a l a n d 
economic injustices seem to go 
unpunished, I have hope that 
more people will become 
aware and inspired to work 
against it.

An Indescribable Kind of Break
Patrick Love ’14

On Interstate 85, a 
white van creaked and groaned 
its way through the night 
traveling from New Orleans to 
Richmond. The van carried five 
people who were previously 
strangers, but over the past 
we e k f o r m e d p ro fo u n d 
friendships. As the night slowly 
crept away and the sun seeped 
out from the horizon, the van 
finally took its final resting 
place at the University of 
Richmond. The five friends 
arose from the van, hugged, 
said there farewells, and 
disbanded. The trip was over.
 On the very same day 
the students of the University 
of Richmond began to descend 
on campus from all around the 
world. They traveled to places 
far and wide: Punta Cana, New 
Jersey, South Africa, West 
Virginia, Paris, Rio De Janiero, 
and Louisiana. They went back 
home, on vacation, and like us, 
to do service. Regardless of 
what they did for the past 
week, the students arrived 
back on campus eager to hear 
what everyone else had been 
up to. For the following week 

spring began to 
burst from all 
t h e d o r m a n t 
plants around 
c a m p u s . 
Students went 
back to their 
d a i l y co l l e g e 
routines and the 
o n e m a i n 
quest ion was 
asked between 
everyone: “How 
was your spring break?”
 This question was often 
asked between two friends 
passing one another on their 
way to class. The students 
usually attempted to describe 
their break through a limited 
set of words. These typical 
responses were heard all 
around campus. Their breaks 
were e i ther “ f an t a s t i c ,” 
“boring,” “relaxing,” or “crazy.”
 I was one o f t he 
members of that white van 
that traveled 20 hours to New 
Orleans. It was a struggle to 
try to encapsulate my spring 
break into one word. I tried a 
few powerful words the first 
day: riveting, unbelievable, 

incredible. None of them 
seemed to do the trip any 
justice. I felt that I could not 
describe my break through a 
one word passing. I would 
rather have to sit down and 
have a discussion with my 
friends about what I saw, 
experienced, and learned. 
 The aspect of the trip 
that was the most compelling 
to me was the movement of 
young people that flocked to 
New Orleans to help rebuild 
post-Katrina. The breadth and 
different types of people were 
amazing. On one side of the 
spectrum there were people 
that were fresh out of college, 
confused with what they 
wanted to do with their lives, 



but felt a desire to help and 
serve a struggling community. 
Then, on the other side of the 
spectrum were young innovators 
and entrepreneurs who quit 
their jobs and moved to New 
Orleans to essentially rebuild the 
city from the ground up. The city 
is essentially a blank slate for 
young visionaries to put their 
ideas into action. Seven years 
after Katrina we are slowly 
beginning to see New Orleans as 
breeding ground for solutions to 
many of the problems that urban 
centers around the United States 
face. 
 Once in New Orleans I 
immediately felt at home. 

Interacting with the people 
within the city, I saw that they 
had an undying compassion for 
the place that they lived. New 
Orleans seemed to be binded 
together by the things that 
destroyed them. Even through 
their unfortunate circumstances, 
the city was brimming with 
optimism, energy, and hope. I felt 
t h a t m a ny o f t h e yo u n g 
professionals were one of the 
causes of these newfound 
liveliness. Throughout our travels 
in the city we met young 
individuals all throughout the 
United States doing meaningful 
and purposeful work. We met 
wi th vo lunteers , bu i lders , 

teachers, and educators that 
were not from New Orleans, but 
were drawn to it for service 
through their work. 
 This trip influenced me 
profoundly. My confidence in the 
future has been revitalized 
through the direct experiences 
with fantastic people from both 
the New Orleans and Richmond 
community. In a time of such 
political and social stratification, 
my hope is that we will learn be 
able to look to the new New 
Orleans in the near future as a 
b e a con o f op t im i sm and 
reformation for the rest of 
America. 

Community Organizing
Christy Buranaamorn ’14

What is a community? It 
is a group of individuals who 
interact and coexist with one 
another, sharing similar social 
values and ideals. Yet before a 
community can come into 
being, there must be a select 
few who feel the need to make 

something happen, to motivate 
their people. These are the 
leaders. These are the ones 
who have a dream and want to 
see it become a reality before 
their eyes. They are the 
individuals taking action. It is 
too easy to be lethargic and 

w a i t f o r 
change to 
take place. 
L e a d e r s 
h ave t h e 
p a s s i o n 
and drive 
t o c a r r y 
p e o p l e 
t o w a r d s 
achieving a 
goal. They 
c a n t a ke 
t h i s 
b u r d e n , 

which is not an easy task, and 
place responsibi l i ty upon 
themselves for the common 
good of the people. On a 
national level, political leaders 
he lp the ir s tate through 
legislative and judicial decisions. 
However on a local level, those 
that organize institutions and 
es t ab l i shments for the i r 
c o m m u n i t y s h o u l d b e 
commended.

 Of the many places we 
visited on the West Virginia 
SEEDS trip, one of my most 
memorable and enlightening 
experiences was found at Big 
Creek People in Action, a 
nonprofit organization that was 
founded in 1990 by the citizens 
of McDowell County, West 
Virg in ia . S ince then, th is 
establishment has been serving 



t h e c o m m u n i t y o f 
McDowell County in the fields of 
education, l iteracy, service 
learning, volunteerism, and 
leadership development, to name 
a few of its many valuable 
objectives. Marsha Timpson, Co-
Executive Director/ Programs of 
Big Creek People in Action, was 
a lovely woman who told us 
story after illuminating story of 
the issues that this community 
had faced or must still face to 
this day. Issues of educational, 

s o c i a l , e c o n o m i c , a n d 
environmental development are 
prevalent within this area of 
West Virginia.     

Marsha is one of the 
many people at BCPIA who have 
a dream of seeing McDowell 
County, as a community of 
independent and self-supporting 
people, who are “economically 
vibrant, democratic, and socially 
just.” BCPIA has the passion and 
drive to affect people and change 
the norms of their society for 

the better. I left West Virginia 
with the feeling that there is 
hope for its people, with the aid 
of those individuals who are 
making a difference in their 
community in such small and yet 
amazing ways. I left Big Creek 
People in Action with the 
thought that “a little truly can go 
a long way.” I saw it in the heart 
and energy of these kind and 
humble people. 

Learning to Cherish the Little Things in WV
by Fionna Poon ’14

West Virginia is a place 
like no other. It’s a place that 
one needs to see before they 
die. For myself, West Virginia 
opened my eyes to a world that 
I had never experienced before 
even though it is so close to 
home. West Virginia is my 
reality.

The second stop on our 
community service trip brought 
us to McDowell County, more 
specifically the town of War. 
Driving to War was much 
different than what I was used 
to. Back home, the houses and 
the towns were close to each 
other and the houses consist of 
2 or 3 stories. Therefore driving 
through War was shocking. The 
majority of the houses, if not all 
of them, were one story. In 
addition, they looked extremely 
battered up like they had been 
through a hurricane or some 
other storm. At one point, I had 
thought to myself that I would 
be surprised if some of the 

houses had someone even living 
in them. They looked really 
dirty and from the car window, 
I could visibly see the holes in 
the roofs and gaping sections in 
the front of the house where 
one can peer inside. It was 
generally a place that I would 
never want someone in my 
family to live in. There was 
barely anything to do. 

The town was littered 
with coal trucks. You wouldn’t 

be able to drive 4 minutes 
without seeing a coal truck 
with the exception of Sunday. 
Driv ing up the mountain 
consists of numerous windy 
roads with only a guardrail 
between the car itself and the 
ground a couple of miles down. 
So while we were driving, these 
coal trucks would be hitting 
40-50 miles per hour around 
those bends. As you can 
imagine, these trucks are 



around the same height 
as an 18-wheeler truck. Any 
sensible person would slow 
down first before going around 
the bend. Oh no, these truckers 
just kept on zipping by. It was 
frightening to have a massive 
truck coming towards you at full 
speed. Luckily we all survived. 

War itself is a town 
heavily involved in the coal 
industry. The largest industry in 
the town is coal. Coal companies 
basically have control over the 
town because the majority of the 
citizens have jobs in the coal 
industry. Over the years, coal has 
become an integral part in 
people’s livelihood. Hurting the 
coal companies not only hurts 
the town of War but its citizens 
as well. 

At War, we stayed at Big 
C re e k Pe o p l e I n A c t i o n 
community center. Back then, it 
used to be a school for the town 

before they shut it down and 
converted it to a community 
center. The staff there especially 
Marsha and Scot t ie were 
immensely friendly and open to 
our group. They along with the 
citizens of the town valued 
community and family. As a 
result, they welcomed us with 
open arms. We never felt like we 
were outsiders instead we were 
part of their community. The 
community, to me, represented 
hope and resilience. Through the 
center, service groups would 
come and assist War with it’s 
community rebuilding. Not only 
does it demonstrate that outside 
people do care but that the 
concerns of the townspeople are 
being heard. 

War had gone through a 
lot with the two floods that 
occurred in 2001 and 2002. 
These floods basically destroyed 
the town. Houses, cars, and 

belongings had washed away with 
the flood. People had to use 
their life savings to rebuild back 
their lives. So when the second 
flood hit, it was just devastating. 
People could barely afford to put 
a roof over their heads after 
that. However with that being 
said, they are, in my opinion, the 
perfect example of what America 
represents to me. They deeply 
value community and family, are 
very welcoming to outsiders, are 
open, and are friendly. They 
realize that they don’t have much 
but what they have now is 
precious to them especially 
family. Consequently, they are 
grateful for the little things in life. 

And I think we can all 
learn from War and Big Creek 
People in Action community 
center.  Value what you have. 
Cherish the little things in life. 

Brain Drain
Lucas Hakkenberg ’12

 The movie October Sky 
provides a stark perspective on 
brain drain in rural West 
Virginia. The protagonists in the 
m o v i e w a n t t o l e a v e 
Coalwood, West Virginia and 
seek to achieve their goal by 
building a rocket. After they 
succeed with building a rocket, 
all of the main characters are 
able to leave West Virginia. 
While this may be an individual 
v i c t o r y f o r t h e m a i n 
characters, the protagonists 
become part of a long history 
of “brain drain” in West 
V i r g i n i a . I t h a s become 

t r a d i t i o n f o r t h e m o s t 
e d u c a t e d m e m b e r s o f 
Appalachian society to leave 
and seek grander careers, 
opportunities, and lives 
elsewhere. Without an 
educated workforce, it 
is very difficult to 
s u s t a i n a 
community.

The l a ck o f 
medical, educational, 
and legal professionals 
in rural West Virginia is 
particularly tragic. The 
closest hospital with a 
cardiac specialist who 

can treat heart attacks is in 
Roanoke, VA, and residents of 
McDowell county can reach 
the hospital only by helicopter. 



The intense medical scarcity in 
Appalachia means two things: 
medical care is hard to access 
and extremely expensive for 
those who can find doctors. 
Also, if brain drain continues, 
communities lose the teachers 
that are needed to educate the 
next generation. Finally, lawyers 
that can represent people’s 
i n t e r e s t s a g a i n s t l a r g e 
compan ies , i nc lud ing coa l 
companies, can be an invaluable 
resource. Brain drain deeply 
hurts a community’s ability to 
r e v i v e i t s e l f .                                                         
 The chal lenges West 
Virginia’s coal country faces are 

i m m e n s e . T h e r e a r e 
environmental concerns, an 
economy dependent on one 
industry, health concerns, and 
brain drain. These challenges are 
complex enough to command 
the attention of experts in all of 
these fields. However, this does 
not appear to be happening. Just 
when the region could use 
d y n a m i c w e l l - e d u c a t e d 
individuals these people are 
leaving rural West Virginia for 
urban areas. America often 
focuses on urban poverty and 
the crisis in urban education. 
These are both important areas 
of concern. However, it is 

important to remember the 
effects of rural poverty. In many 
ways for those who live in our 
nations power cities: Washington 
D C , N ew Yo r k , a n d S a n 
Francisco, it is easy to forget the 
challenges rural areas face. A 
resident of a large city, at least 
sees the poverty around them 
on their drive to work or on 
their subway ride. Rural poverty 
remains invisible to those who 
make our nation’s corporate and 
governmental policy. Brain drain 
in West Virginia robs a region of 
those individuals who are able to 
help revive the region. 

Searching for Sustainable Solutions in Appalachia
Adrienne Schmidt ’14

After a powerful week 
in southwestern Virginia and 
southern West Virginia, it is 
hard not to feel overwhelmed 
w i t h t h e s e e m i n g l y 
insurmountable problems 
faced by the people in the 
area. As I learned about a high 
school Spanish teacher who 
can’t speak Spanish, police 
officers that make minimum 
wage, a leaking 2.7 billion 
gallon coal sludge lake perched 

a b ove M a r s h Fo r k 
Elementary School, and 
t o w n s o f p e o p l e 
without access to clean 
d r i n k i n g w a t e r , I 
immediately questioned 
w h e t h e r o r n o t 
real istic , sustainable 
solutions could even 
exist. How could I (as a 
one-week visitor) think I 
could make a positive 

change when local grassroots 
organizat ions have been 
working for years to fight 
i n ju s t i ces i n educa t ion , 
healthcare, poverty, and the 
environment? In order to feel 
l ike my exper ience was 
valuable, I needed to seek 
tangible goals for the week. 
Rather than feeling hopeless 
about the inextricably linked 
issues we were learning 

about, I sought answers from 
locals about solutions that our 
group could be a part of. 
 On our first night of 
the trip at Mountain Justice 
Spring Break in Appalachia, 
Virginia, I had the opportunity 
to ask a panel of members of 
the Southern Appalachia 
Mountain Stewards (SAMS) 
organization about alternatives 
to Mountaintop Removal Coal 
mining that many blame for 
the problems of the area. Bob, 
a disabled miner and member 
of the panel, suggested that 
more sustainable energy 
sources like wind and solar 
energy need to be used 
instead of coal. Additionally, 
e c o t o u r i s m s h o u l d b e 
promoted as a way to provide 
job opportunities to locals and 
stimulate the economy while 



protecting the natural beauty of 
the area. Members of the Coal 
R i v e r M o u n t a i n W a t c h 
(Whitesville , West Virginia) 
echoed the same hopes later in 
the week. 
 These solutions seem to 
be miracle fixes, but I was left 
questioning whether people 
whose fami l ies have been 
working in coal mines for 
generations would readily switch 
to working in wind energy. 
Would the jobs created by 
ecotourism match those created 
by coal companies? In search of 
more answers, I talked to other 
community members about 
possible solutions. Leaders at 
Mountain Justice promoted the 
use of local energy to reduce 
energy loss from producer to 
consumer. They also suggested 
ways to reduce personal energy 
consumption by eliminating 
“ghost energy,” or the energy 
used by appliances that are 
plugged in but not in use. 
 After talking to locals 
throughout the week, I felt like I 
had a better grasp on a few small 
ways to help. The most frequent 
solution mentioned was to 

1. Spread the word about 
the issues faced by the 

people in Appalachia. We 
were encouraged to tell 
as many people as we 
could about the problems 
we had seen and heard 
about. 

2. Come back to do more 
service in the future. 
Though locals may not 
have as much political 
agency as it would take 
to completely ameliorate 
their situation, we can 
a t t e m p t t o a c t a s 
ambassadors to the area 
now that we have gotten 
a taste of the culture and 
seen some of the issues 
affecting the people of 
Appalachia. 

3. Eliminate Mountaintop 
Removal (MTR) coal 
m i n i n g a s a 
s o u r c e o f 
energy. Though 
MTR produces 
more coal than 
underground 
mining in an 
easier way, it 
employs fewer 
people and has 
d e v a s t a t i n g 
effects on the 
env i ronment 

and public health of 
people in the region. We 
cannot continue to allow 
Mountaintop Removal to 
rape the land of its 
resources and people of 
their rights. 

It is key to remember that 
there is no single solution to 
s o l v e t h e i s s u e s f a c i n g 
Appalachia. It will take the 
combined efforts of locals and 
outsiders, corporations and the 
g o v e r n m e n t t o m a k e a 
sustainable, positive change. 
Through repa ir ing homes, 
learning about the culture and 
issues of the region, and taking 
the messages back to our own 
communities, we became a small 
part of that change.

Justice Beyond the Bayou
Erik Lampmann ’14

 Mosquito bites swelling 
on my legs, sweat coursing 
down by back, and wearing a 
well-earned smile, I stood 
satisfied in front of our SEEDS 
group’s new creat ion : a 
wooden composting box for 
t h e D u L a c C o m m u n i t y 
Center. Entranced by the 

notion of producing a physical 
p r o d u c t , i n l i e u o f 
comparatively useless midterm 
papers, we were beginning to 
feel a sense of comfort, of 
community, and of solidarity 
with the people of DuLac and 
with the Houma Nation. 
However, soon after, at lunch, I 

sat before a community center 
organizer we had worked with 
for several days. Rather than 
speaking solely to the harsh 
reality faced by the members 
of his immediate community, 
the ways in which the storms 
overwhelmed the bayou, or 
the importance of our service 



project, he invoked the other-
worldly images of the Champs-
Élysées, l’Assemblée nationale, and 
medal ceremonies. Far from 
satirical or ironic, this apparent 
dichotomy speaks to the very 
real experience of the Houma 
Nation -- a tribe of French-
speaking Native Americans living 
in Southern Louisiana and 
consistently marginalized by the 
U.S. government.

 The Houma Nat ion , 
which includes 17, 000 members, 
spans across 4,570 square miles 
and is a six-parish area. The tribe 
oversees educational efforts, job 
training programs, a radio 
station, community and youth 
development plans, and space for 
inter-tribal dialogue. Their more 
than 20-year struggle with the 
U.S . government for lega l 
recognition as an Indian Nation 
led them to think strategically 
about their own self-governance 
and role in the community. 
They’ve since revamped tribal 
government to abide by a 
democratic tribal council with an 
elected matriarchal principle 
chief. They remain an active force 
in the politics of the bayou and 
offered the disaster services 
needed to keep thousands alive 
during recent storms.

 Houma people are unable 
to secure federal recognition for 
a multitude of reasons. First, as 
former Principle Chief Brenda 
Dardar Robichaux explained to 
us, the Bureau of Indian Affairs 
recognition requirements can be 
seen as a symptom of structural 
inequalities that marginalize 
Native peoples and ignore their 
land claims. Elements of the 
p ro c e s s r e q u i r e w r i t t e n 

histories, genealogies, 
governing documents 
that many nations -- 
including the Houma -- 
never had. Second, the 
H o u m a p e o p l e ’ s 
potential sovereignty 
threatens the balance of 
power in the bayou; 
were the Houma’s land 
claims to be honored 
b y t h e f e d e r a l 
government, the rich 

natural resources of the area 
would become theirs. 
The power of oil, as well 
as commercial fishing 
interests, would rapidly 
deteriorate. To hear the 
Houma articulate our 
observation that their 
political capital appeared 
minuscule compared to 
corpora te i n te res t s 
struck a chord with us 
all. Not only did they 
s p e a k o f b r o k e n 
institutional frameworks, they 
made us confront the notion that 
all land currently privatized by 
“owners” was, at one time, held 
in common by Native peoples.
 The French nat iona l 
motto, “ l i be r té , éga l i t é , e t 
fraternité” (freedom, equality, and 
brotherhood), had been drilled 

into me by over six years of 
l anguage courses . I never 
imagined, though, that one of my 
strongest connections to French 
history, culture, as well as the 
modern république would occur 
far away from the confines of a 
U n i v e r s i t y o f R i c h m o n d 
classroom; in the bayou of 
Louisiana working alongside the 
Houma Nation. The Houma, a 
people whose legitimacy, land 
claims, and identity remains 
formally unrecognized by the 
U.S. Bureau of Indian Affairs, use 
a dialect called “Houma French” 
to communicate. Descendants of 
native peoples that traded 
extensively with Frenchmen in 
the area now called Louisiana, 
the Houma’s unique experience 
with the French language piqued 
t h e a t t e n t i o n o f F r e n c h 
government foreign af fa irs 
officials. At the same time, the 
U.S. government continues to 

refuse the Houma recognition 
after a generation of attempts to 
fulfill the accreditation process. In 
the time since, Houma leaders 
have traveled to Paris and the 
French ambassador has visited 
the homelands of the Houma 
N a t i o n . I n t h e s p i r i t o f 
cooperation and solidarity, the 
alliance of these two forces 



continues to grow, now including 
educat iona l , l i ngu i s t i c , and 
governmental efforts.
 While I had spent time 
before my SEEDS experience 
discussing tribal policy with Native 
activists, I don’t think I fully 
unpacked the privilege of my 
Anglo-Saxon ancestr y unt i l 
immersing myself in the DuLac 
communi ty. Speak ing w i th , 
w o r k i n g a l o n g s i d e , a n d 
endeavoring to better understand 
the Houma people humanized the 
genocide perpetrated by my 
ancestors against the Native 
peoples of Nor th America 
hundreds of years ago. This trip 
made me seriously reconsider my 
sense of ownership in the face of 
unbridled community. I asked 
myself: to what extent does my 
family ‘own’ my home, our land, or 
perceive ourselves to have innate 
authority over physical space? It 
seems abundantly true that my 
own concept of membership in a 
group, space or community was 
based upon capital in one way or 
another. With the people of 
DuLac, however, I saw individuals 
transcending in whatever way they 
could the top-down control of 
hierarchy with an entrenched 
community ethos.
  Upon reflection, I am, 
nevertheless, saddened by some of 
the initial expectations I brought 
to DuLac with me. While I had 
studied Native American Religions 
and post-colonial theory at the 
University of Richmond, I was still 
not prepared for the experience 
of working amongst the Native 
Houma people. As many theorists 
will readily tell you, our society 
conditions us from a young age to 
view “Indians” as an artifact -- a 

type of individual long-removed 
from our collective conscious, a 
people who we no longer need to 
confront, and who ‘essentially’ are 
only permitted to wear feathers 
and live in nomadic teepees. 
Breaking through the history 
white people have ascribed to the 
Native peoples of North America 
-- including the Houma -- made 
me physically uncomfortable with 
the ways in which my childhood 
was 

constructed to advance given 
racial, ethnic, and class-based 
biases. Seen within the larger 
population of Native American 
people alive today, the Houma 
s h a r e i n a l e g a c y o f 
disenfranchisement, violence, and 
unabashed racism. Life on many 
reservation communities offers 
ch i ldren b leak educat iona l 
prospects, is plagued by drug/
alcohol addiction, and confronts 
the overwhe lming cu l tura l 
hegemony of Anglo-America 
without a chance to develop its 
own cu l ture , t rad i t ion , or 
epistemological order.
  In conclusion, I will return 
to two dichotomous images 
brought up during our time with 

the Houma. F irst , a medal 
exchang ing ceremony tha t 
o c cu rred be tween F rench 
dignitaries and the Principal Chief 
of the Houma several years ago -- 
the first of its kind in the 
hundreds of years since trade 
relationships were developed in 
the bayou. Faced with the 
potential of linguistic extinction, 
the Houma people are about to 
receive several millions of dollars 
in funding from the French 
government to revamp their 
educational offerings and begin 
offering a Houma-French-only 
charter school. Second, the sense 
of wisdom only gained through 
years of up-hill battle against 
structural oppression displayed 
upon the community center 
cook, Boscoe’s , face as he 
discussed education in the bayou. 
As a child, he was barred from 
public schools before the Civil 
Rights Act. He gleamed from ear 
to ear as he described the success 
of his sister in public school as 
one of the first Native women to 
graduate. 
 The differences between 
these images are not just striking, 
they are utterly horrifying. For 
hundreds of years the U.S. 
government has ostracized the 
original inhabitants of its land. We 
live in a society that exhorts 
American exceptionalism and 
continues to socially privilege 
Anglo-Saxon ethnic backgrounds. 
Perhaps most frighteningly, this 
country continues to actively 
ignore the Houma Nation, at a 
t i m e w h e n t h e F r e n c h 
government is opening its culture 
and wallets in the interest of 
trans-Atlantic cooperation and 
education. How do we move 



forward given the gap between 
these observations? How do we 
reflect upon the unearned 
privilege of being born as a non-
Native person in the U.S.? And 
ultimately, how do we live our 
lives in a way that stands in 
solidarity with Native peoples? 

While only at the beginning of a 
long-standing engagement with 
these questions, I remain thankful 
for SEEDS for not only bringing 
to such an intentional state of 
introspection but also for giving 
me the confidence that -- 
eventually -- with enough travel 

to Washington, to Paris, and to 
the bayou, we may just achieve 
justice alongside the Houma 
peoples who hosted us, fed us, 
and educated us during our time 
in Louisiana.

Twisted Systems
Kathryn Cohen ’14

The history of the coal 
mining industry demonstrates 
corporate strategy at its 
finest. From the beginning, 
Appalachian miners were 
t i g h t l y c o n t r o l l e d b y 
whichever company they 
worked for: employees lived in 
company housing, spent their 
company money in the 
company stores, and used 
company coal to heat their 
homes.
                       The individual coal 
trapped their employees by 
paying the workers in “scrip” 
or “script,” which is an 
alternative currency in the 
form of coins or paper money 
that is made and printed by a 
specific coal company. This 
script was only useful for the 
services and stores of the 

specific company 
w h o o r i g i n a l l y 
d i s t r ibu ted the 
currency. To make 
matters worse, the 
services provided 
by the company 
facilities were more 
expens i ve t han 
market prices, but 
the miners were 
left with no choice 

and were forced to pay 
whatever was asked of them. 
The workers were not 
permitted to share their script 
with anyone else, the “money” 
was only good for their family 
and the specific company that 
t h e ( t y p i c a l l y m a l e ) 
breadwinner worked for. 
 Script was also used to 
pay rent for whatever housing 
the coal company provided. If 
the miner was a bachelor, he 
would be placed in apartment 
style housing with at least one 
roommate. If the miner had a 
family he was usually placed in 
a “Jenny Lind” style house. The 
housing was small, always one 
story with four rooms at 
most, and a pot-bellied, coal 
burning stove in the center to 
keep the house warm during 

the winter. Because the 
miners were paid so little 
some families chose to rent 
out rooms to help pay the 
excessive rent. Those who 
were lucky enough to avoid 
working in the mines were 
higher-up employees of the 
coal company. The largest 
house in the town was the 
Superintendent’s with two 
floors and more rooms. The 
next size house belonged to 
t h o s e i n “ m i d d l e 
management,” the managers 
of the local businesses within 
the town; these homes were 
fairly smaller, but still much 
nicer than the ones provided 
for the miners. Regardless of 
one’s status, everyone rented 
their homes and paid in 
script. The coal companies 
owned the majority of the 
industrialized land in the 
region and were not willing to 
lose the additional profit made 
off of the rent of their 
tenants. 
 T h e s t i n g y c o a l 
companies made working in 
the mines an additional gain 
wherever poss ib l e . The 
companies forced the miners 
to use company tools, which 



were leased and never owned. 
The companies also exercised 
“cribbing,” to manipulate the 
workers’ paychecks: because the 
miners were paid by tons 
o f coa l m i ned , t he i r 
paycheck was dependent 
on how much was put into 
the train car. Each car had 
the capacity to hold 2,000 
pounds, but when the side 
walls were raised (creating 
a “crib”) the cars had the 
capacity to hold 2,500 
pounds. The workers would 
mine 2,500 pounds and then 
receive payment for only 2,000 
pounds. Additionally, the coal 
industry docked their workers’ 
pay if slate and rocks were found 
mixed in with the coal. The 
decision to dock miners’ pay was 
made by the check-wieghtman 

who would often claim there was 
rubble mixed in so the company 
didn’t have to pay as much in the 
salaries.

The coa l compan ie s 
allowed for few leisurely activities 
within their camps; however, and 
baseball has always been an 
American pastime. Many coal 
camps had a public baseball 
diamond where games were 
played on Sunday-the only day the 
minders didn’t work; often times 

the men from different coal 
companies would form teams and 
travel around to play each other. 
These baseball games were an 
opportunity for the community 
to gather together and relax, 
releiving the stress of the long 
weekdays. But leisure time was 
short lived. 

Aside from the freedom 
of Sunday, the coal companies 
ruled over their camps like 
sadistic tyrants, scrimping and 
saving wherever they could with 
little disregard for the people 
they employed. Even though 
working for the coal companies 
was miserable, at the time there 
were few alternatives to make a 
decent living in the Appalachian 
region and people did what they 
had to do in order to survive and 
feed their families.

We Sang, We Danced, We Laughed 
Miki Doan ’14

Tuesday night, SEEDS was 
trickling into the main office 
room at Big Creek People in 
Action while Chester and his 
brother were setting up their 
guitars for a night promised to 
be the highlight of the trip. 
After we all sat down, Chester 
then went around and asked 
each of us our names and our 
majors. He listened attentively 
and did not hesitate to let us 
k n o w h o w m u c h h e 
appreciated our interest in the 
area and the community. Later 
on, Manuel came and taught us 
how to do flatfood dancing. 

We sang. We danced. We 
laughed. 

Closer to the end of the night, 
we asked if Chester could play 
his favourite song. Chester 
cautioned us that this song 
might change the mood of the 
room, so we were all settled 
down. Chester started out by 
telling the background of the 
Muddy Water, a song written by 
A l a n J o h n s t o n , a 
McDowell local. In 2001, a 
disastrous flood passed 
t h r o u g h M c D o w e l l 
County and left behind 
a l m o s t a t h o u s a n d 
re s i den t s w i thout a 
home. The waters flooded 
up to the mountain and 
d e s t r o y e d t h e 
infrastructure of the 

county as well as hundreds of 
houses. The moment Chester 
started to sing, I could hear the 
wind storming through the sky, 
see the waters raging down the 
valley, and feel the bitterness in 
the back of my throat. Chester, 
Frizzly, Manuel, Marsha and so 
many others were probably 



staring helplessly at their own 
houses being carried away by the 
flood. The last note was played 
and the last word was sung. Yet 
the song kept repeating itself in 
my mind. 

Ches te r rep re sen ted t he 
community in McDowell, which 
suffered the disaster in 2001 and 
was still suffering from the harsh 
reality of what was left for the 
future of McDowell. It was also 
Chester who gave us fatherly 

advice to stay optimistic, to 
appreciate the fellowship, and to 
treasure the life we had. 

I believe that West Virginia 
produced inspiring storytellers 
because I met one. Chester was. 

Climate Change and Biodiversity
Jerry Giordano ’12

After spending a week getting 
to know so many people in 
r u r a l A p p a l a c h i a n 
communities, many of us felt 
conflicted about our opinions 

on environmental issues like 
climate change or efforts to 
protect biodiversity. Becoming 
personally attached to people 
whose livelihoods and entire 
communities depended on 
contributing to these problems 
made the right answer a lot 
less clear. A common sentiment 
among the group was that the 
collegiate environment where 
we l e a r n a b o u t s o c i a l , 
economic, and environmental 
issues is incredibly isolated 
f rom the peop le whose 
lifestyles are dependent on 
how the government responds 
to these problems. 

 Yet even though I now 
see the potential impacts of a 
c l i m a t e c h a n g e b i l l o n 
communities like the ones we 
worked in all week, it doesn’t 

change the fact that 
addressing climate change 
and biodiversity issues 
are still paramount to the 
wellbeing of humans. 
Throughout our trip, I 
listened to local people 
talking about what they 
were afraid of - losing 
their jobs, not being able 
to support their families, 
the poor infrastructure, 

bad schools , drug abuse 
problems, and more. Their 
s tor ies tore a t me and 
everyone else because they 
should. They demonstrate how 
vu lnerab le we’ve 
a lready made so 
many of our own 
citizens. But what 
tore at my heart 
even more was the 
t h o u g h t o f 
p e r p e t u a l l y 
discounting the value 
of future generations 
and ignoring the best 
interests of society 
as a whole, thereby 

condemning us to an even 
worse fate. 

If unmitigated, climate 
change has the potential to 
fundamentally cripple the 
economy. Projected increasing 
population, decreasing food 
production, decreasing land 
space, increasing transfer of 
communicable disease, and 
decreasing access to the fossil 
fuels used in the production of 
almost every good, spell out 
something a lot worse than the 
loss of a few jobs. 

While it may sound like 
I’m belittling the concerns and 
fears of the people we worked 
with, I hope to stress the 
opposite. These stories are 
critically important, because 
they are indicators of what 



One House, Myriad Hearts 
Amanda Lineberry ’14

may come. When we 
first heard their histories, many 
of us revised our viewpoints 
because we thought we needed 
to help them by supporting 
their community and letting 
environmental policy take a 
back seat. This is the worst 
possible message we could take 
away from our service trip. If 
we want to do service for our 
country, we have to stop 

facilitating the conditions that 
lead to poverty and damaged 
communities. 

If we allow the coal 
industry to continue the way it 
is now, we’ll only be stalling the 
problems in West Virginia. 
They’ll only become more 
serious, and affect more people 
all around the world. We have 
to proactively engage the 
community to look into the 

future and recognize that no 
matter what, some things are 
going to be pretty rough. But 
we have a choice. We can work 
hard, make sacrifices, and 
revitalize West Virginia while 
also stopping climate change, 
or we can keep making the 
easy choices and pass on the 
burden to more and more 
people. 

As I gazed at the dark, isolated 
frame of the brick house, I 
shivered and wrapped my arms 
around my body, despite the 
fact that it was a beautiful 70 
degrees in the Lower Ninth 
Ward of New Orleans. Maybe 
it didn’t feel very warm 
because it was the first day of 
our whole week-long trip that 
the sun wasn’t out and shining. 
Maybe it was because I knew 
someone used to live in that 
house. Maybe it was because I 
knew there used to be a house 
in the overgrown plot of land 
next to it. Maybe it was 
because I knew that people 
used to live in these houses, 
and for one rea son or 
another, they never came back.
 It has been seven years 
since Hurricane Katrina broke 
the levee visible from the 
house we stood in front of and 
devastated the city of New 
Orleans , par t icu lar ly St . 
Bernard’s Parish and the 
Lower Ninth Ward. New 
Orleans is a city full of life, 

beauty, and rich culture. I am 
so thankful that I had the 
opportunity to travel with 
S E E D S t o L o u i s i a n a t o 
experience that. And yet, the 
reason I hope to return to 
New Orleans is that house. 

That shadowy, cold brick frame 
of a house. As I looked into the 
empty rectangle where there 
should have been a door into 
the skeleton-like remains of 

the house’s walls, I felt some 
sort of responsibility to it, to 
the people who had lived 
there. It is my responsibility, 
both as an American and just 
as an empathetic human being, 
to somehow help that house 
become a home again.
 I’m not sure if this 
commitment to others is 
something we are born with – 
a natural part of our identity, 
or something we learn. I would 
venture to say it is a bit of 
both. The most rewarding part 
of my trip to New Orleans 
was certainly learning from 
people who dedicated their 
lives to service. I saw this 
dedication in so many souls in 
New Orleans. I saw it in 
B renda , who s e r ved a s 
principle chief of the Houma 
tribe’s government for 13 
years, has dedicated her life to 
teaching children the Houma 
traditions so that they are not 
l o s t , a n d p r o v i d e d 
unfathomable amounts of 
resources to her people when 



the government failed to do so 
in a time of crisis. I saw it in Dr. 
Mike, who saw a mounting 
problem in public health after 
the Gulf oil spill and set out to 
s ave l i v e s b y b u i l d i n g a 
detoxification center in his own 
home, which he has worked in 
every day since its completion. I 
saw it in Ben, a Richmond alum 
who is studying at Tulane 
University so that he can 
improve the social determinants 
of health in a city he quickly yet 
completely has adopted as his 
own. I saw it in the team of 
Dreamkeepers of Langston 
Hughes Academy, a publ ic 
charter school in New Orleans 

that works tirelessly to empower 
an underprivileged student body 
to “dream it, do it, be it.” I saw it 
everywhere. The city was ablaze 
with desire to promote the 
recovery and common good of 
New Orleans. It was beautiful.
 T h i s b e a u t i f u l 
commitment to others that was 
so abundant in New Orleans is 
what I hope to bring back to 
campus. The solidarity in New 
Orleans is something that was 
certainly strengthened by the 
tragedy of Hurricane Katrina and 
the BP oil spill, pains that sewed 
the city’s hearts together. But 
when there was nothing but a 
mess of broken frames of houses 

with X’s painted on them, they 
didn’t have to come back. 
E v e r y o n e w o u l d h a v e 
understood if they didn’t. But 
they did, and they have rebuilt a 
city rich with liveliness. I can’t 
quite put my finger on what 
brought all these people back to 
rebuild their city together – 
maybe it was the music, the 
culture, the food, the general 
atmosphere. Whatever it is, I 
hope it rubbed off on me before 
I came back to Richmond and 
that it stays with me here. And I 
hope it is something we all can 
learn and use to build a more 
harmonized world.

A Partial Solution in the Appalachian Mountains 
Sarah Byce ’12

 The w i nd i n g ro ad 
curves around another bend 
and this new mountainous view 
is unbelievably more glorious 
than the last. Up and down the 
mountain there are trees with 
golden, orange and bright 

crimson leaves that flicker in 
the wind. The ground is dotted 
in similar colors. Even from 
Interstate 77, West Virginia’s fall 
f o l i a g e i s u n d e n i a b l y 
picturesque, pulling onlookers 
away from the demands of 
d a i l y l i f e a n d i n t o t h e 
captivating wilderness. 
 In the fall of 2011, the 
SEEDS leadership team took a 
trip to West Virginia to scout 
out our new 2012 service sites 
and community partners. For 
me, a weekend in the Mountain 
State was nothing new. In fact, I 
spent most 2011 autumn 
weekends sleeping under the 
stars in the Appalachian 
Mountains. 

The New River Gorge 
and Seneca Rocks are two of 
my personal favorite spots. 

W i t h m o re t h a n 1 , 6 0 0 
established rock climbing 
routes in ‘The New’ alone, 
both sites attract climbers 
from around the world for 
some of the best rock climbing 
on the east coast. 

However, without a 
climbing guidebook or the 
breathtaking views of fall 
colors out your car window, 
West Virginia may not even be 
on your radar for weekend 
retreats. Instead, the words 
‘West Virginia’ conjure up 
images of coal mining, black, 
filthy or entrapped miners and 
destroyed mountains.

During the course of 
that initial fall break scouting 
trip as well as our recent 
spring break service trip, the 
S E E D S t e a m h a s s e e n , 



discussed and debated 
the benefits and plagues of coal 
mining and mountaintop removal 
practices. The issue quickly 
develops into a frustrating circle: 
a state whose main industry is 
coal , coal companies who 
d iscourage compet ing job 
opportunities, individuals who 
value their homes and work in 
the mines to support their 
families, families with black lung 
and other medical issues brought 
on by coal mining, coal removal 
practices that destroy the 
landscape, poison the water and 
eliminate animal habitats …etc. 
The bottom line is that the coal 
industry is killing its coal towns, 
yet the coal town cannot exist 
without the coal industry. 

A partial solution to this 
seemingly endless problem can 
be found in those majestic 

mountains not yet mined for 
coal, in the bright autumn 
landscape, in the diverse climbing 
routes and the challenging 
whitewater, through the horses 
and winding wooded trails, all 
e x p l o r e d w i t h t h e f a i n t 
background of bluegrass music. 
Ecotourism, if popularized and 
properly managed could create 
value for the mountains, outside 
of the coal beneath them, and 
bring new customers for local 
businesses. Granted the profits 
f rom ecotour i sm are not 
comparable to today’s value for 
coal, but shifting national energy 
sources may help encourage this 
transformation in the future. As 
it stands most coal towns are 
slowly dying out with declining 
populations and stagnant or 
falling revenue. Only through 
some alternative form of revenue 

will counties like McDowell ever 
again know prosperity rather 
than school closings. Developing 
the tourism industry would bring 
new money to regions where 
currently the most successful 
students are those who are able 
to get out. Ecotourism is one 
possible solution, but more will 
be needed to truly save the 
Mountain State.

Anyone who has driven 
down the West Virginia stretch 
of Interstate 77 in the fall cannot 
deny the potential this state has 
f o r v i s i t i n g f a m i l i e s a n d 
adventurers. Now it is a simple 
matter of marketing, to find that 
target population segment that 
wants a weekend escape, but has 
yet to discover the beauty of 
West Virginia mountains.

The Spirit of New Orleans: A Culture of Renewed Hope
Charissa Mubita ’14

We le f t Dulac on 
Tuesday afternoon satisfied of 
our successful assignments 
and the amazing individuals we 
interacted with during our 
stay. Our service through 
menial tasks was a wider 
illustration of our interaction 
with the Houma nat ion 
community on a personal 
level. Their warm invitation 
into their lives allowed us to 
l earn about the i r da i l y 
confrontation with social 
injustice. As a tribe, they were 
deeply committed to their land 
despite the insurmountable 
opposition they dealt with as a 

community affected by natural 
and man-made disaster. Dulac 
was an incredible introduction 
to the theme of renewed hope 
and strengthened community 

that we would find in 
New Orleans later that 
week.

We arrived in New 
Orleans on Tuesday night 
and settled into Camp 
Restore where hundreds 
of college kids like us 
were eager to explore 
NOLA. Due to media 
coverage of the oil spill, 
Katrina, Gustav and Ike, 
people from across the 

nation were compelled to 
travel to the city by horrific 
images and televised survivor 
s t o r i e s . T h o u s a n d s o f 
Americans have stood in 



solidarity through New 
Orleans’ suffering in recent 
years. Consequently, volunteers 
continue to rush to the city 
offering whatever services they 
can. SEEDS members that had 
been on 
the trip in 
prev ious 
y e a r s 
w e r e 
excited to 
s e e 
progress 
while new 
members 
(such as 
m y s e l f ) 
w e r e 
anxious to experience the magic 
of New Orleans that we had 
only heard about. In our hopeful 
discussion it was evident that the 
SEEDS crew could already feel 
the infectious spirit of New 
Orleans.

Our first full day there 
was on Wednesday, which 
started at Tulane University in a 
lecture about global health and 
crime. We were fortunate to 
hear from a guest speaker who 
was a New Orleans native and 
also a retired U.S. international 
investigator of drugs and crime. 
The speaker shared anecdotes of 
brutal crime scenes as well as 
the stark reality of crime in New 
Orleans and how its complicated 
roots are more personal than 
any statistic could convey. This 
lecture gave us a glimpse into the 
globalized network of crime. The 
reality was disheartening and 
revealed a darker side of New 

Orleans that most people avoid 
in discussion of murder rates and 
d r u g a d d i c t i o n i n t h e 
community. We observed that 
although Richmond and New 
Orleans had similar crime rates 

10 years 
ago, the 
N e w 
O r l e a n s 
c r i m e 
rate had 
s t e a d i l y 
r i s e n 
while that 
o f 

Richmond had declined. One 
student commented that the 
recent disasters in New Orleans 
had uprooted social inequalities 
that may still lay dormant in 
Richmond. It’s scary to think that 
it takes catastrophic disasters to 
open our eyes to daily injustices 
that our society has normalized. 
That night, Ben Telsey, a UR Alum 
and Pre-Med student, talked to 
us about access to public health 
and the reality of inadequate 
resources in the inner city. A 
surprising fact that we learned 
from him was that there were 
more casualties in New Orleans 
last year than there were in 
Afghanistan! The upsetting 
realities in New Orleans made 
us curious to meet these 
realities through reconstructive 
service.

On Wednesday, Thursday 
and Friday we split into two 
different groups that explored 

t h e d i f f e r e n t k i n d s o f 
r e c o n s t r u c t i o n t h a t w a s 
happening in New Orleans. With 
the St. Bernard’s project, we 
wo r ke d o n t h e p hy s i c a l 
reconstruction which was the 
most evident kind of community 
rebuilding and the other group 
worked with the Langston 
Hughes Charter School, a school 
that was working to reconstruct 
educat ion in marg ina l i zed 
communities. I mostly worked 
with the St. Bernard’s project 
where the work initially seemed 
somewhat impersonal. As we 
read the homeowner’s profiles, 
however, their longing to return 
home motivated us through the 
day. Though each homeowner 
faced different obstacles that 
prevented them from rebuilding 
their homes, the common desire 
for restoration of home and 
community united their stories. 
Additionally we learned about 
the hope for a better education 
in New Orleans through the 
charter school system. Charter 
s c h o o l s p r o v i d e d t h e 
independence to meet challenges

 creatively, in ways that 
would be more suitable to the 
unique needs of marginalized 
communities in New Orleans.

We f a c e d a n o t h e r 
overwhelming reality when we 
toured the Lower 9th Ward and 
heard the detailed account of 
how New Orleans suffered 
( m o s t l y d u e t o f a i l e d 
infrastructure) after Katrina. 
Through all this tragedy it was 
hard to be l ieve that th is 



creatively, in ways that 
would be more suitable to the 
unique needs of marginalized 
communities in New Orleans.

We f a c e d a n o t h e r 
overwhelming reality when we 
toured the Lower 9th Ward and 
heard the detailed account of 

how New Orleans suffered 
( m o s t l y d u e t o f a i l e d 
infrastructure) after Katrina. 
Through all this tragedy it was 
h a rd to be l i eve t h a t t h i s 
community had hope towards 
restoration. Nevertheless, we saw 
that the desperation in New 
Orleans was coupled with 
progressive change agents in the 
different fields we had served 
with that week. Our last night in 
New Orleans was a celebration of 
the vibrant culture of the city. The 
tourist attractions and joyful 
music in the streets were not 
covering up the tragedies of the 
city, they were celebrating the 
strength of the people. This 

celebration was the perfect 
conclusion to all that we had 
experienced in the magical city.

Through adversity one 
could always find a spirit of 
r e n e w a l a n d c o m m u n a l 
commitment in New Orleans. 
Our guide through the lower 9th 
Ward, Sarah, said that she came 
back to NOLA because she just 
n e e d e d t o b e a p a r t o f 
reconstruction. The hunger for 
change and disregard for daunting 
challenges created the memorable 
spirit of New Orleans that would 
always stay with us.

Looking to the sky
Heavy clouds burst and rains fall
In season, seeds bloom

- Josh Grice ’14



The Houma Nation is an 
American Indian tribe that 
consists of 17,000 citizens, the 
majority of whom live in the 
“toes of the boot of Louisiana” – 
an area composed mostly of 
bayous. While many people may 
consider these marshy lands 
undesirable, to the Houma 
people the bayous are the home 
upon which their livelihoods and 
culture depends. The coastal 
community has faced many 
challenges in the recent years: 
multiple hurricanes have ravaged 
the land and the BP oil spill has 
polluted the waters.  While in 
Lou is iana in March 2012 , 
members of the SEEDS team 
researched the question of how 
has the strong relationship 
between the Houma people and 
their land changed in response 
to natura l and man-made 
environmental disasters?

 In an attempt to better 
understand the history, culture, 
and identity of members of the 
H o u m a N a t i o n , p e r s o n a l 
interviews were held to obtain 
narratives about the lives of the 
people. The researcher then 
reviewed the interviews looking 
fo r common themes and 
sentiments as they relate to 
attachment to the land and 
water upon which the Houma 
live. As was expected based on 
prior research and interactions 
with the Houma Nation, a clear 
sense of pride in being Houma 
and being from “down the 
bayou” exists in the personal 
narratives despite the growing 
number of challenges in the 

Houma community. As these 
env ironmenta l and human 
challenges continue to arise, the 
Houma are responding with a 
dedication to their past and their 
historic cultural identity. 

The Houma Nation faces 
challenges regarding their land 
and their national recognition 
that are unique from the 
challenges of other American 
Indian tribes. One community 
member describes how there is 
a great deal of marsh depletion 

due to climate change and 
weather patterns. Since they do 
live so far south along the 
Mississippi River, the area in 
which the Houma live “loses a 
football field of land an hour.” 
This is especially detrimental to 
the safety of the Houma since 
“every mile of healthy marsh, 
[knocks] the storm surge down 
about a foot” so the storms are 
becoming more and more 
dangerous. In other words, the 
rapidly diminishing healthy 

marshland keeps dangerous 
storm waves small and protects 
the Houma land, people, and 
property. The Houma Nation is 
also not a federally recognized 
Indian tribe so they do not 
receive benefits from the US 
government for education, health 
care, or housing as other tribes 
do. They are also not eligible to 
receive aid from the Red Cross 
or FEMA when disastrous 
hurricanes hit because of their 
u n r e c o g n i z e d s t a t u s . 
Interestingly, they were banned 
from public schools until the civil 
rights reform in the 1960s so the 
Houma “were Indian enough to 
discriminate against but not 
Indian enough for federal 
recognition.”

The increase in hurricanes in 
the past few years has had a 
strong effect on the people of 
the Houma Nation and has 
catalyzed an equally strong 
citizen response. Hurricanes 
Katrina and Rita were especially 
detrimental and after initial 
rescue efforts, “7,000 tribal 
citizens were left homeless.” 
One respondent, who was an 
influential leader in the Houma 
community, felt it to be her 
responsibility to “make sure that 
our people had the resources or 
the means to come home. If you 
talked to them, they’d say ‘I just 
want to go home.’ That one 
phrase would haunt me, it even 
gives me chills right now.” She 
credits the stress brought about 
by the intense pain that she felt 
for her people with causing a 
heart attack that forced her to 

There’s No Place Like Home
Lauren Camuso ’12



s t e p d o w n f r o m h e r 
leadership position within the 
tribe. 

The storm took out many 
necessary infrastructures and 
equipment the community 
depended on for its economic 
livelihood. Many fishermen lost 
their boats and had no way to 
pay to repair or replace them. 
One interviewee described the 
fishermen [ in genera l ] as 
“hardworking people” who were 
not able to “get back to that pre-
storm condition [there are] 
never enough resources.” The 
p a i n o f l o s i n g e conom i c 
livelihood is compounded with 
the pain of losing tradition: the 
Houma are fishing people who 
stay in touch with their roots, 
ancestors, and traditions by 
fishing and being on the water. 
Losing their boats and ability to 
fish means that the fishermen 
also lose their sense of selves. 
Another participant alluded to 
the loss of self that his father felt 
after he lost his boat and sank 
into a deep depression: “my dad’s 

a fisherman, he’s been one his 
entire life and wouldn’t dream of 
doing anything else” – a tribute 
to the dedicated spirit of the 
Houma and their perseverance 
in continuing their lives and 
traditions.

A few years a f ter the 
hurricanes had passed and some 
level of normalcy returned to 
the Houma community, the area 
was s t ruck w i th another 
disaster. This time it was a 
manmade disaster that poured 
millions of gallons of oil into the 
Houma fishing waters: the 
infamous 2011 BP oil spill. The 
oil and fishing industries are the 
two largest sources of income 
for the Houma tribe and both 
are dependent on clean water to 
be successful. According to one 
interviewee after the spill, “the 
fishermen had the mentality if I 
don’t feel safe to eat it, I’m not 
going to go out and catch it and 
sell it to somebody if it might 
harm them.” As a result, another 
respondent described how “a lot 
of the waters were closed here 

so 90-95% of our fishermen 
were out of work for a year and 
a half to 2 years.” The out of 
work fishermen would normally 
turn to the oil companies for 
work but there was a self-
imposed moratorium on drilling 
put in place: oil companies were 
in no place to hire. As one 
woman put it “so you have these 
two main industries that drove 
the economy down…so people 
were let down, weren’t allowed 
to work…that made for some 
interesting times.” There are no 
official statistics on Houma 
mental health after the disaster, 
but tribe leaders all agree that 
many Houma faced mental 
illness, drug and alcohol abuse, 
domestic violence, and suicide as 
a result of the hard economic 
times. 

While the oil industry has 
since rebounded fully, the fishing 
industry has not. One woman 
explains “there isn’t confidence 
in the products, the shrimp, the 
crab…its not there so the price 
on that is low, the amount of 
catch is down, the fishing 
industry is still down.” The 
Houma Nation is stuck in a 



delicate cycle of being totally 
d e p e n d e n t o n ye t t a ke n 
advantage by the oil industry. 
M a n y i n t e r v i e w e e s 
acknowledged the need to 
somehow find a balance to be 
able to survive. In general, 
“people in the area are upset 
about the oil spill but they know 
how important oil and gas are to 
this area, it’s our lifeline and 
could almost be our death.” 
Another member of the Houma 
Nation believes “its like a 
double-edged sword: we need it 

but how do we do it responsibly? 
That we don’t have that oil spill 
or don’t impact the environment 
based on producing and using up 
all the energy.” 
Relocating the tribe has come up 
as a possible solution for the 
Houma Nation’s physical and 
environmental problems, but the 
Houma feel such a strong pull 
towards their home that they 
are working to find other 
s o l u t i o n s . R e s p o n d e n t s 
unanimously spoke of the 
impossibility of relocation being 
a solution for their people. One 

woman claims “our people are 
tied to the water more so than 
the land” and is backed up by 
one man’s explanation that “our 
p e o p l e ’s l i v e l i h o o d s a r e 
connected to the water…if you 
move people 50 miles up with 
no water its like being in the 
desert.” Another respondent 
brought up the cultural and 
occupational aspect as she 
described “the culture…we’re so 
tied to the water, we fish, are 
boat captains, we work on the 
tugs, the rigs.” It is obvious that 

although they face possibly 
insurmountable difficulties due 
to the land on which they live, 
the Houma people will not go 
e a s i l y and t h a t t hey a re 
determined to continue living as 
t h e y a l w a y s h a v e . 
 The researchers heard 
many stories of sadness and 
desolation held together by 
stories of intense hope in land 
and community. It at times seems 

like the Houma have no reason 
to go on living the way in which 
they do. In the end though, the 
Houma do not feel this way – 
they are a hopeful people. At the 
end of every interview the 
researchers felt a sense of pride 
and dedication to the Houma 
Nation. An older Houma man 
summed up the sentiment well 
by ending with “I was born and 
raised Houma, I know who I am 
and when I die I’m going to 
Houma heaven.” One woman 
closed the interview very 

proudly with “I have my history, I 
have my culture, I have all of 
that, I have my community, I have 
everything.” She, like many of the 
Houma interviewed, was not 
deterred by the challenges she 
and her people faced but was 
instead more determined than 
ever to embrace the positivity in 
her life, in her community, and in 
her land and would not let 
anything change her. 



blind leading the blind

justice never defined

the human race falling behind

forgetting to pass the torch–

burning down bridges

cutting ragged ridges

and leaving a generation to clean up their mess–

sweep sweep sweep

broom and mop in hand

hands and knees sore

day after day

hour after hour

t o i l- 

blisters take over

joints tend to ache 

marching nowhere directly

our lines are never straight–

i need help

but they need it even more

yet, we can only do as much as we can endure

our backs are strong

our spine is straight

our path unsure

our anxiety is great

a revolution must begin

and together we take a stand

the lonely “I” can’t make it happen,

but [YOU + I] can.

Cheleah Jackson ’12
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