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Louisiana 

Immeasurable appreciation and deepest gratitude for the help and 
support with the planning and implementation of another successful 
year for The SEEDS Project, to the following individuals and groups:

Saturday - Monday
Service projects with DCC; Visit with 
Brenda and Dr. Mike; Boat ride with Jon

Tuesday - Friday
Service projects with CELSJR; Lecture 
with Dr.  Scharf at Tulane University; 
Service project with VAYLA; Exploring 
downtown New Orleans

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS & ITINERARY

West Virginia

Saturday - Tuesday
Service projects with BCPIA; Chester’s 
folk band and flat-footing with Manuel 
Collins; Hike near Berwind Lake Wildlife 
Management Area

Wednesday - Thursday
Service projects with BUCC; Tour of 
Kayford Mountain with Keeper of the 
Mountains; Beckley Coal Mine Exhibition 
Tour; Exploring downtown Charleston

Friday
Tour with Dominion Coal Plant 

Richmond, VA 

Saturday
Reflection Day with NOLA and WV at the 
University of Richmond campus

❖ 2013-2014 SEEDS Leadership Team
❖ Bryan Figura and Heather Ashton
❖ Community Partnerships

✦ West Virginia
• Big Creek People in Action (BCPIA)
• McDowell County Residents
• Kayford Mountain-Keeper of the Mountains
• Beckley Coal Mine
• Big Ugly Community Center (BUCC)
• Dominion Coal Plant

✦ Louisiana
• Dulac Community Center (DCC)
• Brenda and Dr. Mike Robichaux
• Dr. Peter Scharf, Criminal Justice and Public Health Scholar, Tulane 

University
• Kris Gerig, UR Alum and Public Health Specialist
• Center for Ethical Living and Social Justice Renewal (CELSJR)
• Vietnamese American Young Leaders of New Orleans (VAYLA)

❖ Funding
• RCSGA and WCGA
• Department of Religious Studies
• Green UR
• Office of Common Ground
• Class of 1992 Environmental Awareness Endowment
• Chipotle Profit Share Participants 
• Office for Sustainability
• Bonner Scholars Conference Fund
• Leadership Development Travel Grant
• Peer Advisors and Mentors (PAM) Program Fund
• Indiegogo Donors
• Family and Friends

Photos are courtesy of Catherine Cunha, Miki Doan, Omar Farooq, Shaleetta 
Hicks, Perry Lowder, Wesley Meredith, and Tanya Sushkova
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by  Masnoon  Majeed  ‘ 16

An oilrig rigs the land of the 
Houma tribe.

It drills and drills
And brings the oil out of the shore.

Oil is sold.
People are employed.

Deal is sealed.
And Land is whored.

Chemicals are legalized.
Chemicals are released.

Health is damaged.
And Corporation is praised.

I drive,
I consume,
I ponder.

My car eats the oil;
The oil vomits carbon;

The carbon eats the shores;
Where live the Houma people.

My car eats the oil;
The oil energizes the oilrigs;
The oilrigs pollute the land;

Where live the Houma people.

My car eats the oil,
The oil finances the corporations,
The corporations dictate the laws,

Where live the Houma people.

I drive my car,
I am responsible for my car,

I am responsible for the fate of 
Houma people.

Connection

“Wisi mattis leo 
suscipit lorem ipsum 
dolor sit amet, 
consectetur adipiscing 
elit, et labore et dolore 
magna aliquam. Ut 
enim ad minim veniam, 
quis nostrud exerc.”

Giovanni Faria 
Green Grocery Manager

Solidarity, Not Charity
By Will Moss ‘15

At first glance the First Unitarian 
Universalist Church of New Orleans 
appears to be just like any other 
church. But the second floor of the 
church, where the Center for Ethical 
Living and Social Justice Renewal 
ca l l s home, i s an epicenter of 
progressive thought and action.  
During one of our first discussions 
facilitated by the center, one staff 
member recited a quote form an 
aboriginal activist that says, “If you 
have come here to help me, you are wasting 
our time. But if you have come because 
your liberation is bound up with mine, 
then let us work together”. It took a 
while to fully process and digest the 
provocative statement. As we went 
through our week of ser v ice I 
reflected upon my interactions with 
people such as Mr. Ed, a retiree, and 
vo lunteer f rom Iowa who wa s 
working and staying at the Dulac 
Community Center in Houma, 
Louisiana. For the past six years, Mr. 
Ed and his wife have made the long 
drive from Iowa to Dulac to do 
whatever they could. Mr. Ed and his 
wife are the perfect embodiment of 
the quote from the aboriginal activist. 
They have invested time and effort 
into the community, and from that 
time and effort they have reaped a 
deep understanding of Dulac. Mr. 
Ed’s story and Dulac’s story are 
forever intertwined. 

Something that many service trips fail 
to recognize is that marginalized 
communities, such as those in Dulac 
and in New Orleans, do not want or 
need anyone’s charity. What they 
need more than any amount of 
money, or volunteer work is for 
people to hear their stories, and to 

gain an understanding of how these 
communities were marginalized, and 
what’s being done to stop it. Although 
some may question the power of 
g ra s s roots “ s tor y te l l ing” and 
organizing as an effect agent of 
change, I firmly believe in it. 

The work done by the SEEDS Project 
in these marginalized communities is 
a refreshing approach to service trips. 
We’re college students, and not 
particularly gifted in the art of 
carpentry, or building renovation. 
However, something that ever y 
SEEDS Project member does well  is 
reading, writing, and story telling. For 
me, the physical community service 
has always been more of a symbol of a 
willingness to do what we can. Our 
larger goal however, is to gain a 
deeper level of understanding about 
the structural forces that have 
systemically swept communities like 
Dulac under the r ug . Through 
interaction comes, knowledge, from 
knowledge understanding, and from 
understanding comes solidarity. The 
conversations that take place during 
the SEEDS project may not bring 
about tang ib le change in the 
neighborhoods that have been kind 
enough to share the i r s tor ies . 
However, the dialogue from SEEDS 
lays the framework of an outward 
looking, conscientious mindset that 
every SEEDS participant will have for 
the rest of their life. Moving forward, 
organizations such as the Center for 
Ethical Living and Social Justice 
Renewal will accomplish a lot for the 
communities they serve because they 
don’t give charity, but empower those 
in need, and those who endeavour to 
bring about liberation for all. 

“If you are here to help me, you are wasting your time. 
But if you have come because your liberation is bound up 

with mine, then let us work together”
- Li"a Watson     
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“I found my voice after my son came 
home with the book, Little House on the 
Prairie” said Brenda Robichaux, former 
principle chief of the United Houma 
Nation, a Native American tribe in 
Southern Louisiana. Before reading 
this book to her son and finding herself 
need to skip over its description of 
primitive, half-naked, and violent 
“Indians”, Brenda was ashamed to 
speak up for herself and for her people. 
As the first member of her family to go 
to an integrated public school, she 
experienced a lot of racism from her 
teachers and classmates growing up. 
Such oppression instilled a sense of 
smallness and inside of her. Despite 
these circumstances, Brenda managed 
to persevere and become the first 
member of her family to graduate from 
high school. It was not for another 
several years after receiving her high 
school diploma, however, when she 
realized that she had a voice and a 
powerful one. She took the book to 
her son’s elementary school to see that 
it be removed from the school library. 
Although she did not win her case, 
Brenda would never remain silent 

about minority rights issues again. 
Under her leadership in both Indian 
Education and Tribal Government, 
Brenda has spearheaded the Houma 
Nat ion’s in i t i a t i ve for cu l tura l 
re surgence and go ver nmenta l 
recognition. She also started the 
United Houma Nation Relief Fund to 
help mitigate the devastating effects of 
Hurricane Katrina and Rita, both of 
which are st i l l impacting tr ibal 
members today. 

Brenda is such a beautiful example of 
what it looks l ike to be a good 
community leader. She has shown me 
that being a good leader takes a lot of 
audacity and ambition, especially 
considering who she is standing up 
against: the United States Government 
and powerful oil companies. And even 
though she has yet to see any success 
in her long fight for governmental 
recognition of the Houma Nation, she 
relentlessly continues to fight for it on 
a daily basis because she knows it is 
what’s right. Brenda also shows me 
that a good leader must be humble. 
Much o f what I l ea r ned about 

regarding her personal achievements 
came from my own outside research, 
not from herself. Given all that she had 
done for the Houma Nation, Brenda 
could have easily taken the two hours 
we had with her talking about herself 
and her accomplishments. Instead, she 
chose to speak about the history and 
culture of her people, the injustices 
that Houma Nation Indians face from 
the United States government and the 
oi l companies, and her people ’s 
incredible strength and resilience 
amidst the storms.  Brenda also 
showed me that a leader must be 
selfless and always have the best 
interest of the people in mind. For 
years after Hurricane Katrina, Brenda 
opened up her home to volunteers and 
storm refugees so that they could have 
a place to eat and sleep. In this way, 
not only did she provide an enormous 
amount of relief to her community, she 
also brought her community together. 
I am so grateful for the opportunity to 
meet this incredible woman. In only a 
few hours, she showed me how to be a 
leader and has inspired me to find my 
own voice. 

Finding Your Voice by Hannah Jacobsen ‘15

As we climbed up the muddy road on Kayford Mountain, we rose further and further above the points of the surrounding 
range, with the only taller peaks miles away. This small mountain used to be the lowest of its neighbors, but since the advent 
of mountaintop removal mining, Kayford’s view now stretches over tracts of open land that seem out of place in West 
Virginia’s Appalachia. When we reached the overlook of the mine next door the view was enough to stun us into silence as 
Elise Keaton, of the Keepers of the Mountains Foundation, continued to speak. On the horizon was a beautiful ridge of dark 
blue mountains half hidden by fog and covered by trees; directly below was a miles wide slab of dark wounded earth, blasted 
open and scraped down. 

Mountaintop removal is a mining practice in which the top of a mountain is literally blown off to expose the precious coal 
beneath it. Once that coal has been extracted the process begins again until it becomes unprofitable, at which point it is on 
to the next mountain. While companies often do commit to land reclamation, it usually consists of planting a few, possibly 
non-native, species where once a forest comparable to the Amazon in biodiversity stood. From the overlook we could see 
one such site: a scrubby field with a dotting of pines in stark contrast to the thick deciduous growth on the neighboring 
hillsides. It was hard to believe that the place before me had any connection to the mountains in the distance. 

The conditions of the communities surrounded by mountaintop removal sites include ever-rising cancer rates and toxic 
drinking water, and knowing this only added to the magnitude that coal mining took on in my mind. It hit home that a 
single action can cause such destruction, and inspired me to try to make my own actions count for something on the larger 
scale, even if they seem inconsequential on the surface. The service I did through SEEDS was not so much about making a 
huge difference in the communities, but about making myself and others think about what we can do as individuals, and how 
much it means in the moment. As I stood on that windy mountaintop, looking down on the black earth of the mine, I 
realized that that moment had made a difference for me, and that I wanted to pass it on.

Moment on Kayford Mountain
by Heather Courtenay ‘16
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Two Sides of an Experience...
With a hint of curiosity and not much 
expectation, I joined a small  group to 
attend Sunday morning service at a 
community Methodist Church in War, 
McDowell County, West Virginia. We 
were we lcomed into the s imple 
building with rows of long wooden 
seats. At the back of each seat was a 
book holder with a Bible and a book of 
hymns. We walked in and shuffled into 
the length of one of the seats in the 
middle of the room sprinkled with 
community members . We were 
definitely the youngest people in the 
room. They seemed happy to have 
guests. 

I had been to a number of churches 
before but never to a service. Mixed 
feelings of uncertainty, excitement, 
discomfort, warmth, awkwardness, and 
inclusivity churned hungrily inside me 
to create the perfect appetite for a new 
experience; and there was soothing 
music from the front of the room. 

There was praying of course, but there 
was a lso s inging, ref lect ion and 
conversation. We were made aware of 
the difficulties that people experience; 
to keep them in our thoughts. There 
were some really sad stories strung 
together with a sense of shared well-
wishing and hope. But what surprised 
me more were their prayers for people 
around the world such as Ukraine in 
light of recent events. 

Another aspect that was different from 
what I pictured a church service to be 

by Aarti Reddy ‘15

The Impediment of a Language Barrier by Aastha Minocha ‘16

He was sitting on the school bus, warm 
in his father’s jacket, which he had 
borrowed for the day. Idly, he put his 
left hand in its pocket. As his hand 
sunk to the bottom, he felt something. 
He quickly pulled it out and realized it 
was his dad’s cigarette lighter. “Look 
what I have!” he screamed. All the kids 
on the bus turned around—their knees 
glued to the synthetic leather seats—to 
watch him as he tipped the lighter 

ups ide down and back a ga in , 
disturbing the liquid. surrounded this 
church. 

As he got off the bus, a faculty member 
stopped him—“what is this in your 
hand? You’re coming to the principal’s 
office with me.” A quick day or two 
after the talk, the middle school office 
gave him a document that was to be 
signed by a parent and returned to the 
office the next day. 

Sauntering into the kitchen, he put the 
wrinkled paper onto the counter 
expecting his mother to just sign it, as 
she usually does. She walks over, holds 
the paper up, squinting at it. She has 
forgotten her glasses in the other 
room. “Que es esto?” (What is this?) 
“Tengo que quedarme en casa durante 
tres dias porque me encontraron 
jugando con e l encendedor de 
papa.”  (I have to stay home for three 

was the multi-directional conversation. 
There was one part, which was more 
lecture style with the pastor in the 
front reading a section of the bible, 
interpreting it in the context of the 
contemporary world. The rest of the 
time, though, voices spoke not simply 
from the front of the room, but from 
the back, from different sides of the 
room and inside my mind too. The 
openness and welcoming smiles that I 
saw as I looked around the room 
permeated the rural countryside and 
echoed off the mountains and valleys 
that surrounded this church. 

At our reflection session that night, I 
shared how as someone pursuing a 
career in economic development and 
creation of social justice, this church 
se r v ice reminded me o f the 
impor tance o f communicat ion 
between community members and 
exposed me to another means of 
creating a space for community 
building and dialogue. 
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days because they found me playing with dad’s cigarette 
lighter). She gives him a stern look and signs it.  

The paper is turned in to the school.

As he walks into his classroom, missing the free time at 
home, but happy to see his friends after three days, he is 
stopped by the classroom teacher. “What are you doing 
here? Lets go to the middle school office and call your 
mother—you were expelled for bringing a gun to school.” 

A quick misinterpretation by the school, a ltered 
documentation by administration, and a language barrier on 
the mother’s part and a lighter is turned into a gun and a 
suspension into expulsion. He and his family move to 
another part of town without asking any questions or 
making an appeal. He is made to attend a school with subpar 
academics and a different curriculum. 

She paused and then continued, “this is the story of one of 
the kids who attends sessions here at VAYLA[1].” 

A language barrier and a lack of resources to appeal against 
an unreliable education system can determine a child’s 
future. Immigrants today are a large part of the American 
economy and their suffering is often overlooked. The 
difference in our perception of their rights and those of non-
immigrants is a result of submission to discrimination. We 

have accepted the racism, the downtrodden neighborhoods, 
the prevalence of drugs in certain localities, the unfair 
education system—we have accepted it all as the norm. 
Immigrants deserve no less than Americans whose ancestors 
started here. They have the same sensitivity to spite; the 
same want to feel integrated; the same hunger for a sense of 
security when letting their daughters out at night and the 
same desire to see their kids succeed to go on to do better 
than they did. If the people are the same and the problem is 
the same and it affects the people in the same manner, then 
why do we perceive and act upon suffering in different ways? 
Why are broken roads in white neighborhoods fixed faster? 
Why are language barriers that exist for immigrants 
ignored? Does recurring discomfort make you immune to it? 
If two of your children get kicked out of school on baseless 
grounds or if they receive subpar education, does it reduce 
the emotional impact of the third child’s suffering? If not, 
then the problems facing immigrants in the US should not 
be ignored. The education system, political system and 
social system should mold to accommodate its entire people
—immigrants are no less American than those whose 
ancestors started here. Human rights should be granted 
based on their title—human rights—not based on race, 
descent, language, or color.
[1] VAYLA: Vietnamese American Youth Leaders Association

Reflecting Back and Looking Forward: The impact of four years in 
SEEDS on a lifelong pursuit of community engagement

by Adrienne Schmidt ‘14
I am very fortunate to call myself a four-year member of 
SEEDS. My first semester at Richmond, I was struggling 
with the decision to apply to an alternative spring break 
trip that I knew almost nothing about amidst feelings of 
homesickness. Inspired by encouragement from my older 
sister, Katherine, who was on the SEEDS leadership team 
at the time, along with my desire to be part of a 
community of engaged peers, I decided to apply on a 
whim. My first week with SEEDS in Louisiana not only 
satisfied my desire to connect with a diverse group of new 
friends, it completely transformed the way I approached 
the rest of my education at Richmond. My eyes were 
opened for the first time to a variety of social justice issues, 
and I felt compelled to assimilate these powerful 
experiences into my future plans. This drive resulted in 
reconciling my passion for science with my newfound loves 
of service, community engagement, and social justice by 
choosing a career in medicine and an interdisciplinary 
studies major. My major in global environmental health 
was largely motivated by the realization on my first trip 
that community development issues, like improving 
education, cannot be looked at narrowly or from one 
perspective, but are deeply interconnected with other 
social conditions, like access to health care, issues of racial 
justice, poverty, crime, and environmental conditions. 

Over the remaining three years, my involvement with 
SEEDS has included going on the inaugural trip to 
Appalachia and participating on the leadership team in 
two roles, last year as an education chair and this year as 
president. Each year after the trip, I have had the joy of 
integrating new knowledge and interests into my plans, 
which now include a desire to work with medically 
underserved populations. While I am still allowing my 
experiences from the past week settle in, I leave my final 
SEEDS trip to West Virginia with a renewed desire to 
work specifically with the people of Appalachia in some 
capacity. Perhaps that is related to the “fish hook” 
phenomenon described by Elise Keaton, a resident of West 
Virginia, lawyer, lobbyist, and executive director of the 
Keeper of the Mountains Foundation. On a hike up 
Kayford Mountain, Elise explained that growing up in 
West Virginia is like having a fish hook in your heart; you 
can move away, but you will always be pulled back to the 
mountains of your home state.

After participating on both the Louisiana and West 
Virginia trips twice and leading for two years, I am still 
learning about myself and the communities we visit, and I 
am still left with questions. One issue I have been 
grappling with for several SEEDS trips was articulated in
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The Basement Floor 

A sea of opportunity

A glimmer of hope

One community

Together and united

Surrounded by enlightened 

Souls like Miss Marsha.

The Basement Floor

A time to scrub

A time to clean

A time to think.

The Basement Floor

A daunting task

Equipped with masks

Goggles and Beyonce.

The Basement Floor

Like the City of War,

Holds layers of troubles,

Bound by the past.

Each scrape on the floor

Each hole carved,

Is an opened door

For opportunity 

And for love to grow.

The Basement Floor

Is how my SEEDS trip began

A metaphor to life

A fishhook to your heart

To just Keep on Keeping on. 

The Basement Floor
questions posed during one of last week’s reflections: “What is the most 
valuable form of community action in which you can engage? What fears keep 
you from being that person of action?” These are active questions in my life 
right now. I have made the first steps to following through with my plans to 
work with communities in Appalachia and pursue further community 
engagement in my career by deciding to attend West Virginia University for 
medical school. However, I am still grappling with my commitment to a life of 
service and community engagement after college, the extent to which I will be 
able to sacrifice my own desire for urban comforts in the future, and the impact 
one individual can even have. 

I had several thought-provoking conversations with others on the trip about 
this question, and have come to the realization that community engagement is 
not an all-in or all-out commitment. One does not have to choose between a 
fulfilling career and/or family life and an active life of service and engagement. 
At the same time, the choice to pursue a service-oriented career does not 
absolve one from further responsibilities to service and community 
engagement. I do not think the solution to these questions will suddenly reveal 
itself to me; rather, I think I will have to actively seek out opportunities to 
engage and challenge myself to do more over time, under the mentorship of 
people who are doing it right, without becoming jaded or losing sight of my 
well being. 

On Thursday night of the trip, I got glimpse into what post-grad engagement 
might look like after attending a community action panel meeting in 
Charleston, West Virginia. The members of the meeting were residents of the 
Charleston area who had been affected by the January water contamination of 
4-methylcyclohexanemethanol (MCHM) into the Elk River, which supplies 
water to 300,000 residents of southern West Virginia. Each member of the 
meeting was using his or her own background and skill set to raise awareness of 
ongoing risks of the water contamination and to seek solutions both with the 
government and the chemical company, Freedom Industries, responsible for 
the spill. A retired chemical engineer proposed a community-led water testing 
plan; a lawyer offered to look into legal precedents set by other occurrences of 
water contamination; a man with time on his hands committed to helping 
others file claims against the water company. The energy of the conversations 
was palpable, and encouraging. I appreciated the opportunity to talk with a 
group of relatable people who were seeking just solutions to community issues. 

Of all  the stories I heard and conversations I had with community members 
over the past week, one stands out regarding the question of future 

by Kim D’Agostini ‘17
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Take a Hike by Aileen Echelberger ‘16

A hike is a good way to get to know a place and a person. 
You get to know the steep terrain of the West Virginia mountains, accented with a daring set of tracks pressed into the mud 
by a four-wheeler that previously climbed the slope. 
You get to see a little tree house tucked into the branches of an oak, which serves as a hiding spot for hunters. 
You take turns hopping across a little stream, and try your best to avoid the muddy spots where others have stepped before. 
The trail, the trees, and the stream blend with the ATV riders, hunters, and hikers who visited these woods before you ever 
set foot here. These marks on the land show us how the people here interact with their mountains.  
The time it took to climb to the peak also gave everyone a chance to talk to the people hiking beside them. Whether we’d 
known each other for months, or had just met this week, time in the woods away from the distractions of everyday life gave 
us the opportunity to simply be present in the moment and have a conversation with another human being. The only thing 
hampering our exchanges was the brisk pace of the hike, which often had us grabbing breaths mid-word.
As we scrambled to the top, we finally got the chance to look down on the sea of peaks and valleys stretching off into the 
distance. The view from the rocky drop-off at the top provided yet another window to the human relationship with West 
Virginia’s hilly geography: the line of train tracks running alongside the curve of the river.
We watched as a coal train crept by, a giant black snake slithering across the mountainside below. Car after car heaped with 
dusky mounds of coal emerged from a gap between two mountains and trailed after the snake’s head across the valley to the 
right. The train stretched out across our whole field of vision, showing off the treasures taken from the mountains.
One such train transports 10,000 tons of coal, which is enough to supply the Dominion power plant in Chesterfield for just 
one day. One of these trains has to snake its way to Richmond every day so the plant can provide power.
These mounds are what the coal companies expend so much energy and resources scraping out of the ground. This is the 
black gold that powers homes across the country, pollutes water sources, provides a livelihood for mining families, and tears 
mountains asunder. I was confused by what I saw. I cannot condemn an industry that provides and powers, nor can I praise 
the same one that poisons and destroys the land and harms its people. There is more to the issue than one sees on the 
surface. 
A hike is a great start to knowing a place, a person and a people; let’s take the next step together. 

engagement. On our first night of the trip, 
Marsha Timpson, the Co-Executive Director 
of Big Creek People in Action in McDowell 
County, spent time telling us how she 
became involved in community engagement. 
She recollected a story of a student, 
Jonathan, whom she had worked with as a 
reading coach years ago. Marsha initially 
found it difficult to connect with Jonathan, 
who was a very shy student and struggled 
greatly in school. Ultimately, she helped him 
achieve a perfect score on a spelling test, a 
major academic accomplishment for him at 
the time. Marsha confessed that she used to 
believe you had to construct a large building 
or save many lives in order to make a 
difference in the world. After her success 
with Jonathan, she realized that you don’t 
have to strive for a big impact to make a big 
difference; you should strive to make an 
impact in a moment, even for just one 
person, and that momentary impact will 
have ripple effects of unknown magnitude. 
As I reflect on the many moments my peers 
and I have had over the course of four years 
in SEEDS, I eagerly look forward to 
watching the ripples grow.
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Looking Forward
Prior to embarking on our weeklong 
service trip to southern West Virginia, 
I had several general goals and a few 
expectations in mind. I had hoped to 
gain a much deeper understanding of 
the coal-mining industry, its effects on 
the neighboring communities, and 
how I can be a better advocate of the 
severe social issues that plague this 
impoverished region of our country 
when I return to Richmond and in my 
home state of Maine. Having never 
been to West Virginia before, and 
having never seen a coal mine on 
anything besides the television, I 
honestly had no real image in mind 
other than that of a rural and isolated 
community tucked into the valleys of 
the Appa lach ian Mounta ins . I 
expected to arrive in McDowell 
County and work on various projects 
to help improve this struggling 
community, with hopes of seeing the 
county through the eyes of some of 
the inhabitants of the town. What I 
did not expect was that our SEEDS 
group would be welcomed into the 
small town of War, West Virginia with 
such warmth and kind-heartedness. I 
was delightfully surprised to discover 
how open and sincere every member 
of this community that I crossed paths 
with was, despite never having met 
anyone or having any ties to this town, 
nor this region of the country. I have 
never encountered a community as 

close-knit as War. I realized this as I 
listened to the testimonies and stories 
of community members that explained 
their willingness to share a meal, 
provide a roof, or give a helping hand 
to another member o f the i r 
community who was in need.

During the first night in War, our 
SEEDS community gathered together 
to reflect and talk about our first 
impressions of the region. We each 
wrote down several questions that we 
hoped to have answered throughout 
the week. The first question that 
immediately came to mind is: How do 
the members of this community 
identify themselves? My immediate 
thoughts were, well, coal mining. This 
community has, and may always be 
associated with, coal mining. What I 
did not expect to learn about is the 
seemingly unbreakable bond and 
connection that War and McDowell 
County as a whole have with the coal 
mining industry. We were told stories 
by community members of how War 
used to be a hub of activity when the 
coal mines were employing hundreds 
and thousands of employees, but now 
that the mines require significantly 
fewer workers, the population and 
overall  activity throughout the county 
has decreased tremendously, and has 
almost come to a halt. We learned that 
the coal-mining corporations used to 
own all of the homes in the region and 

would rent them out to the coal-
mining workers only if they were 
presently employed by the mine. We 
also learned about mineral rights and 
how “land owners” of this region 
generally only owned the top six 
inches of their soil, and the rest 
be longed to the coa l -mining 
corporations.

Even though the number of employees 
working in the mines has decreased 
considerably, War and McDowell 
County will always be linked with the 
image of coal mining, for most. For 
me, it is the unique individuals that 
make up this community that serve as 
the identity for this small region. 
Their identity, for me, is the positive 
and warm nature that exudes from the 
citizens that walked past me on the 
street or the people in the church that 
stopped and sincerely asked me 
questions and welcomed me into their 
community. I never expected to be 
embraced in the way that I was by a 
community that I had ne ver 
encountered before in War, West 
Virginia. I never expected to have 
hour-long meaningful conversations 
with complete strangers, and start to 
build significant relationships with 
people who knew nothing about me, 
but genuinely wanted to both share 
and receive each other’s stories. I 
never expected to feel at home in a 
place I had never been.

by Bill Leach ‘15
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La Nouvelle Orléans always struck me as a city set apart – a 
physical space and community that seemed so distinct from 
the rest of the United States. While New Orleans is 
certainly as vulnerable to the nefarious influence of white 
supremacy, backdoor politicking, and public-private 
collusion as other American cities, the cacophony of 
narratives competing for attention in NOLA is certainly 
particular.

I came to New Orleans for the first time two years ago as a 
participant on the 2011-2012 SEEDS solidarity mission. 
Returning this year as a trip co-chair, I found myself 
continually surprised by the power of New Orleans to 
captivate not only my passing personal interests but my 
academic fixation. What became most clear to me during this 
trip’s conversations with noted New Orleans public 
intellectuals like Dr. Peter Scharf was the extent to which 
the urban landscape we know as New Orleans reflects a 
series of social, political, economic, and racial power 
structures played out across a spatial landscape.

Our conversations clarified the ways that New Orleans 
developed from a plot of swampy marshland to a major 
center of antebellum trade, a bastion of support for the 
Confederate States of America, and a site of desperate 20th-
century economic development in the Sun Belt.  It’s French 
Quarter and Jackson Square remain world-renown tourist 
destinations and its jazz exports are famous for their unique 
style. New Orleans’s activist history is punctuated by Ruby 
Bridges’ iconic desegregation of public schools and the 

founding of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference 
(SCLC). Indeed, the competing narratives of what it is to be 
‘of New Orleans’ are played out on the urban landscape of 
the city – inscribed in the very built environment of the 
metropolis. 

As I think through my continued involvement with the Big 
Easy after graduat ion, I ’m committed to better 
understanding the ways I function within that historical and 
spatial context – of how my movements from the Garden 
District to the French Quarter to the underserved 
communities off Chef Menteur Highway are connected to a 
set of histories I can only begin to understand. It’s this 
dedication to the visible and invisible elements of a city that 
found my potential graduate school interest in urban 
planning and policy. 

My desire to focus on the City of New Orleans in that 
struggle is grounded in the unique perseverance of NOLA’s 
human and built infrastructure. I see in NOLA if not hope 
some more lasting sense of grit. Lawrence Powell, author of 
the trailblazing history of New Orleans, The Accidental City: 
Improvising New Orleans, cites Gabriel  Garcia Marquez’s 
Love in the Time of Cholera when speaking to the enduring 
struggle of New Orleans: “Oh what a noble city this must 
be! They’ve been trying to finish us off for 400 years and 
they haven’t succeeded yet!” It’s this sort of stubborn yet 
pragmatic devotion to the life of NOLA that keeps me – 
and many others – coming back.

The Visible and Invisible Landscapes of New Orleans
by Erik Lampmann ‘14

Page 9



Mama Amina by Harry Hoke ‘17

Chef Amina Dada is a sixty-year old black woman with dreads to her 
waist that she keeps tied at the top of her head. She started the first 
vegan restaurant of New Orleans in the seventies, but now she cooks 
in the kitchen of the Center for Ethical Living and Social Justice 
Renewal, sharing her cooking with all the volunteers that come 
through the space. At the work sites, we would pull out plastic 
containers full of homemade hummus, tabbouleh, pasta salad, wraps, 
whatever Mama Amina had prepared. When we returned to the 
church, we were treated to DaDaLicious meals of New Orleans 
traditional recipes: red beans and rice, jambalaya, collard greens, and 
more. She made sure to accommodate everyone’s dietary 
restrictions, saying that one of the reasons she loved cooking was to 
let everyone eat, no matter what.

 Mama Amina asked that we keep her kitchen clean. During the first 
round of introductions, she told us that we could help ourselves to 
any of the volunteer food, as long as when she came back the next 
morning, the space was ready for her to use. She gave us the story of 
her background, openly telling us about her life, and how she had 
ended up here. It was during this first round of introductions that 
Mama Amina shared with us that her son had been killed.  

Mama Amina believes that no one would murder on a full stomach. 
She says that among the many reasons that she cooks is that when 
people have had a good hot meal, they don’t feel the need to reach 
for their guns. With all of the violence that occurs on a daily basis, 
Mama Amina asked us how many of the aggressors we thought 
would have committed crimes if they had a full belly, or a warm place 
to sleep. She cooks because she sees it as a way to keep people from 
hurting others. 

In Louisiana we met many interesting people. We met researchers 
and chiefs, doctors and community leaders, all of whom taught us 
valuable lessons about the problems being faced in the city of New 
Orleans, and where their respective fields needed help. These were 
eye opening, and this trip gave me a perspective that few others 
have. However, of all of the incredible people that we met, Mama 
Amina left an impression on me. Mama Amina has an incredible 
talent and skill for cooking, and for her whole life she has been 
using it to help others. When her vegan restaurant opened in the 
seventies, she provided food to a subset of people who otherwise 
had no place. She firmly believes that her work will  bring good into 
the world, and through her efforts, people are fed. Mama Amina 
inspires me because she has taken her unique skill set, and put it to 
use in any way she can. Whether it is her vegan restaurant, or 
working at the community center, she is always feeding people. 
What kind of violent crime is committed on a full  stomach? 
Though I will take away new knowledge and many new experiences 
from his trip, what I saw in Mama Amina was someone using her 
skills she to bring good into the world. I hope to do the same. 
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You came from a far-away land. You called it home for a long time. One day, you packed up your two suitcases 
and flew across the world. From then on, you have not called one single place home. 
 

I came to know these mountains and hollows about three years ago.  
I did not know much about West Virginia.  

I could only vaguely recall the melody from the old CD that my dad used to play,  
“Country roads, take me home to the place I belong…” 

 
Not having a place called home did not bother you. On the contrary, you enjoyed the freedom of travelling the 
world. You were not tied down by a place. When someone asked you where you were from, you gave them 
that typical pitch, “I was born here, grew up there, moved to another place, and now ended up here.” 
 

I met this guy named Chester. He played blue-grass music. 
 As he was tuning his guitar, he looked around and asked each of us where we were from.  

That was roughly three years ago. At first, I thought it was only a conversation starter.  
Not until a couple years later did I realize Chester asked 

 because he believed home was part of your identity. 
  
You felt at home in airports where “welcome home” and “see you soon” were sort of blending together. You 
collected visa stamps. You did not think about a place to rest. You were in one place, yet you had already 
planned for your next destination. Life was always on the go. 
  

The people here love their land. When I said “love”, I really meant it. Every bit. 
Marsha said to me, “This is my land. This is my place. This is my home.”  

I shuddered.  
  
After coming back from that spring-break trip, you were different. You asked yourself where your home was. 
You wrestled with the question restlessly: Was the place you were born your home? If not, the place you grew 
up? Maybe where you were at this moment?  
 

I looked around.  
The coal mine was around the corner. One shattered home was after another. 

 I looked at the mountains below, the mountains that once towered over this spot.   
Another shattered home.  

Yet, I could not forget the pride in Marsha’s voice whenever she talked about McDowell.  
 

You could not believe a tiny rural town challenged you to think about home. You were shaken. You scratched 
the traditional definition of home-a place. You comforted yourself that home for you meant the people you 
loved.  
 

Marsha and Chester told me about the flood that swept away everything in 2001  
but some broken porches, rotted houses, and people.  

The adversity did not tear the community apart.  
Instead, it brought the community closer.  

Even if they lost so many things, they had each other.  
 

Sadly, you soon realized such definition of home did not evoke your feeling of belonging. You kept searching. 
You asked other people what home meant to them. When they described their homes, something struck you. 
The sense of belonging happened when you loved and were loved unconditionally. It happened when you 
stepped out of your comfort zone to be vulnerable and true to yourself. For some, they found home in their 
parents’ and grandparents’ lands. For some, they found home in their community. For you, home was still not a 
single place, but you learned to embrace that part of your identity.  
 

I am you. You are me. 
 

Next time, someone asks me where home is,  
I am going to sing Home by Edward Sharpe & The Magnetic Zeros with a little twist,  

“Home is whenever I am myself.”  
Definitely a little bit out of tune, but would you sing along? 

 

Home
By Miki Doan ‘14
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Building Ourselves to 

Build Community
Marsha’s Impact
by Molly whitaker ‘16

Reflecting on my time with SEEDS in 
New Orleans, I struggle to reconcile 
that I gained so much and could only 
give my best effort in return. Traveling 
to Louisiana as a volunteer in a 
recovering area was something I 
thought would benefit some local 
Louisianan people, other group 
members, and myself, in that order. 
However, as an unskilled worker, I 
have to consider if my presence was as 
positive for others as I originally 
intended. The trip led me to this 
question: What concrete steps can I take to 
become a better agent of change and 
solidarity?

The objective of our trip was to learn 
service, and inherently this means that 
we received an incredible wealth of 
knowledge. On top of this, the level of 
hospitality we were offered in terms of 
housing, food, and conversation was 
overwhelmingly wonderful. Case in 
point, eating Mama Amina’s freshly 
prepared meals of noodles, tuna salad, 
and jambalaya. Through speaking with 
Brenda, a former leader of the Houma 
t r ibe , we ga ined ins ight in to 
experiences of environmental justice 
issues, tribal recognition and status, 
and displacement/fragmentation of 
communities as a result of climate. 
Workers at the Vietnamese American 
Young Leaders (VAYLA) discussed 
multi-racial community building and 
proposed how to create a more 
sustainable education system than the 
cur rent char ter sy s tem.  From 
receiving these gifts, there are three 
steps that already come to mind for 
how to better people’s lives - share  
stories as they are told to me, offer 
hospitality to a", and learn to cook amazing 
food to sustain people.

by Diana Reighart ’16

Cont inued  on  page  14

On Wednesday afternoon as I was walking away from witnessing a 
mountaintop removal mining site and digesting lots of new information, 
there was one statement from our tour that was ringing in my head. Elise 
Keaton, our guide on Kayford Mountain, passed on a message from Larry 
Gibson, the man who saved the mountain from mining activity: “If you aren’t 
going to make a change, then you are wasting our time.” Elise admitted it 
was a little harsh, but the more I thought about it, the more it hit home. I’ve 
always been taught in school that knowledge is power, but its only power if 
you use that education for action. My initial reaction after hearing this 
statement was to question my actions and myself. After being exposed to a 
variety of issues in West Virginia, including mountaintop removal mining, 
poverty, drug abuse, poor health care, and poor education, I was left asking 
myself what I am going to do with the information I have. What do I need 
to do and what should I do to make change or impact? I was overwhelmed.

After a couple days of reflection I was able to look at Elise’s statement with 
confidence knowing that I can make change without it being overwhelming. 
I came to this realization after thinking back to the first time we talked with 
Marsha, a West Virginia native who continuously makes change in her 
community through Big Creek People in Action (BCPIA). She reminded me 
of how small things can make a big difference. 

The first time I interacted with Marsha was when we walked into the 
BCPIA community center to find her, arms stretched out, ready for hugs. 
There were neither handshakes nor introductions but instead she hugged all 
of us with a genuine smile and a “so glad you’re here!” Later that night we 
gathered as a group, and that’s where the introductions came in. Marsha is a 
fantastic storyteller and it was easy to tell she enjoyed sharing her stories. 
Between the explanation of her leaving West Virginia and coming back, 
joining AmeriCorps, and explaining her involvement in the community 
center, the story that stood out to me was the one that recounted her 
discovering her passion. Marsha found her passion through helping a 
struggling young boy with spelling. With Marsha’s help, Jonathon was able to 
correctly spell the word ‘us.’ After this success, Marsha gave the incentive of 
dancing with him if he got a 100% on his spelling test at the end of the week. 
Jonathon succeeded and they danced to celebrate. With this small victory, 
Marsha saw the results of a minor action. She discussed how this 100% on a 
spelling test could show Jonathon’s parents, his teachers, and himself that he 
is capable of learning and succeeding. The ripples could make a lasting 
impact from the small action of learning to spell the word ‘us.’ From dancing 
with Jonathon, Marsha found her passion for serving others. 

I sometimes question my ability to make a “good enough” impact regarding 
the campaign against mountaintop removal or even just volunteering in 
general. Marsha’s story reinforced that every little bit of service or effort 
counts, and it’s not always about striving to singlehandedly make large 
change. She helped me see that there is no such thing as a “good enough” 
change because it all  counts. In relation to mountaintop removal mining, 
Marsha helped put into perspective how educating others and being a 
conscious consumer can make important impacts by themselves. I only spent 
a couple days with Marsha, but she still  made a big impact on me. She 
inspired me to keep striving to make change no matter the extent. 
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At the time of hurricane Katrina in 2005, Chris Rose was a newspaper 
columnist for The Times-Picayune. In his book, 1 Dead in Attic, Rose 
provides a collection of stories reflecting on the aftermath of Katrina in the 
four months after the storm. I discovered a copy in the library of the First 
Unitarian Universalist Church of New Orleans, which was connected to the 
Center for Ethical Living and Social Justice Renewal. We were graciously 
housed in the volunteer center by a warm staff team, including a wonderful 
chef named Amina. Chef Amina would pack our lunches each day and whip 
us up New Orleans classics, like jambalaya, at the end of our long days. One 
evening in which we had been given alone time to reflect and relax, I found 
myself wandering the facility’s corridors in search of distraction. My mind 
was heavy with all that we had seen and learned during our stay down in the 
bayou of Dulac and New Orleans, so I scanned the shelves to find a good 
book in which I could escape. Rather than escape, I became immersed in 
this rich collection of stories set in the city that was welcoming us. On the 
back cover there was a dedication, rather than a description, which read, 
“This book is dedicated to the memory of Thomas Coleman. He was a retired 
longshoreman, a storyte"er, a guy who liked to spend time with his family and #iends. 
A New Orleanian. He was 80 years old when he died in his attic at 2214 St. Roch 
Avenue, in the 8th Ward, on or about Aug 29, 2005. He had a can of juice and a 
bedspread at his side when the waters rose. There were more than a thousand like him.” 
I took a deep breath, sat down, and opened to the first page. Almost 
immediately I was engulfed by the honest and candid way in which Rose 
depicts the heartache, devastation, despair, hope, life, death, and tragedy 
surrounding Katrina. It would have been one thing to read this book from 
afar, detached from the tragedy while at home in Richmond, Virginia, but to 
read it while staying in New Orleans itself was surreal. At this point almost 9 
years have passed since Katrina, but the effects are still apparent. Many 
people have been unable to recover, while others rebuilt and moved on 
within the year. Thousands lost their lives, their families, homes, and jobs. 
Many people evacuated and never came back, because there was nothing to 
come back to. Others stayed, thinking they could wait out the storm, while 
many simply did not have the resources or the option to evacuate, even if 
they wanted to. 

The collective devastation of hurricane Katrina is complicated, and I still do 
not fully understand the intricacies of the injustices that took place in her 
wake- why did some people receive help, and others did not? Who was to 
blame for the lack of preparation and action that was necessary to protect 
the people who could not protect themselves? A tragedy of this scale could 
have happened anywhere- it could have been our town and our people who 
were wiped out. It could have been us choking with fear, clutching blankets 
and flashlights in our attics as the waters rose until we had to use an axe to 
hack our way out, or not. It could have been us losing it all in one fell swoop. 
Your home, your street, your entire existence, eradicated. I felt swallowed 

Reflections in the Bayou
by Mary Waller ‘14

“Dear America,
I suppose we should introduce ourselves: We're South Louisiana...You 
probably already know that we talk funny and listen to strange music 
and eat things you'd probably hire an exterminator to get out of your 
yard. We dance even if there's no radio. We drink at funerals. We talk too 
much and laugh too loud and live too large and, #ankly, we're suspicious 
of others who don't.” ― Chris Rose 1 Dead in Attic
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whole by sadness and shock. In a CNN 
magazine coverage of the Katrina aftermath, 
I looked at photos of the thousands of people 
l ined up outs ide the Superdome for 
evacuation buses that never came, babies and 
children crying for water and their mothers 
feeling hopeless, helpless, completely 
neglected by their government in a time of 
crisis. My heart ached as I read Rose’s 
descriptions of people wandering the 
obliterated streets in a daze throughout the 
weeks following the storm, suffering from 
post-traumatic stress disorder and mental 
health issues related to the catastrophe. A 
lumbering malaise and stench suffocated the 
region for weeks and months after, but little 
by little, flickers of hope began to burn. 
Volunteers came from all over the country to 
help lift New Orleans off its feet. Rose 
describes the succession of volunteers almost 
like a relay team. The initial groups came 
right after the storm and helped distribute 
supplies. Weeks later, more volunteers came 
to begin the clean-up and rebuilding process. 
Each person had a hand in the collective 
uplifting of the community, and I felt that we 
were at the end of a long and dedicated 
process that would continue in our absence. I 
am honored to have met true grassroots 
warriors of social justice and Katrina 
survivors, and to be part of an organization 
that strives to maintain such long-lasting 
partnerships. I truly hope that next year’s 
trip will be as enlightening, inspiring, and 
impactful as this one.



Cont inued  from  page  12

What did we provide while on this 
trip? We painted, stained, swept, 
sorted clothing, and I at least admit 
to a less than professional job with 
putting up sheet rock on bathroom 
walls. We did our best. Fel low 
SEEDS members opened up to me 
on several occasions about their lack 
of knowledge and experience with all 
of the tasks (some of us had never 
e ven pa inted be fore ! ) . My 
contributions in this area left a lot to 
be desired, and my conversations 
with others solidified the fact that 
we could do more as SEEDS to 
prepare for the physical component 
of our trips. The vision ‘planted ’ inside 
of me after these experiences and 
interactions was a vision of adding a new 
component to future pre-trip SEEDS 
meetings - hands-on lessons for basic 
construction and painting ski"s. We 
could reach out to people in our 
community who have the know-how 
to help us with the physical task 
components o f our t r ips . If 
implemented, the plan would help 
SEEDS build bridges with the 
Richmond community and would 
he lp us de ve lop a s a gents o f 
solidarity. 

As participants in a movement of 
al lyship and unity, we need to 
honestly inventory our skills and 
improve ourselves in the areas we 
lack. Only then can we truly build up 
communities and people physically 
and spiritually to the best of our 
ability. “Justice is just us,” and at the 
end of the day if we aren’t our best 
selves, we are standing in the way of 
full justice. Let us take the time now 
to learn service and apply service in a 
way that leans a little less on those 
who face injustice. Let us stand 
together and say, “We strive to be 
better in the name of solidarity, in 
the name of improving human 
destiny together.” 

“Wisi mattis leo 
suscipit lorem ipsum 
dolor sit amet, 
consectetur adipiscing 
elit, et labore et dolore 
magna aliquam. Ut 
enim ad minim veniam, 
quis nostrud exerc.”

Giovanni Faria 
Green Grocery Manager

The Need for Community 
Empowerment in McDowell 

County, WV
by John Ciemniecki ‘15

Abuse was the predominant topic.  Labor abuse, environmental abuse, and drug 
abuse, to name a few.  The response from most of us as we began to learn more 
about the area was an odd mixture of anger and confusion; anger over the 
injustice of it all, and confusion over why no one there was madder about it 
than us.  As we talked to each member of the community, we saw the recurrent 
trend of disillusionment present in all of the people: "You couldn't solve the drug 
problem here with a fu"-scale police presence", "Education here is horrible, there rea"y 
isn't anything we can do about it", "A" we have is the community health center in 
McDowe" County, a barebones operation".  Few statements of injustice, if any, were 
followed by an affirmation of effort from the people to change their own 
condition.  This was in stark contrast to the people in Charleston, who were 
organizing independently to ensure that proper measures were being taken by 
the local government and water utilities company to handle the recent chemical 
spill and water crisis.  The systemic doubt in McDowell County exacerbated the 
condition of all of the issues that we witnessed, leaving some authorities and 
paradigms unchallenged.  Coal companies, for example, built up towns and 
allowed families to live there for decades.  As soon as coal was no longer 
profitable in those areas, the coal companies pulled out, leaving the people little 
resources or jobs to build infrastructure.  In the company's wake, poverty and 
instability unsurprisingly abounded.  Should the companies feel no moral 
responsibility towards the people of these towns?  I believe they should.  With 
no legal responsibility in place, though, the community is in great need of 
external aid.

In the words of a peer, "There is a culture of dependence in McDowell County". 
As such, the efficacy of any external aid is dependent upon its ability to 
empower the citizens: if the community is not committed to change, if they 
cannot believe in change, then the implementation of change will be greatly 
impeded.  

Unfortunately, the hope of external aid is only that.  Few people seem to know 
or understand the gravity of the issues that plague Appalachia.  Elise Keaton, 
executive director of the Keeper of the Mountains Foundation, said that as a 
child and teenager growing up in West Virginia, she had never heard of 
mountaintop removal or coal slurries that were happening only miles away from 
her home.  Despite the 75% substance addiction rate in McDowell County, 
little is being done on any level of government to solve such a debilitating 
community issue.  While the reason for this is unclear, the lack of aid has clearly 
left the local governments with a tight budget and little resources to even 
attempt to improve their situation.  The cycle of poverty then continues.

Marsha Timpson, a co-executive director of the BCPIA, attested: "before [my 
involvement in AmeriCorps], I never believed that one person could make a 
difference... but now, I know that I've been able to make a difference."  This is 
an example of the kind of change that must be sought in McDowell County.  
Without it, aid will remain superficial and in the long term, ineffective.
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Let Us Work Together
by Lauren Vann ’15

I have always been a little bit skeptical about service trips. How much of an 
impact could coming into a community, fixing some leaks, painting some 
walls, and then leaving a week later really have? How much could I really do 
for a community that needs so much? It only took a few days into our time in 
McDowell County for me to realize that there is a whole other facet to 
service. Our time in McDowell County wasn’t just about making community 
members lives a little easier and enabling them to focus more on their 
problems bigger than a leaky roof.  What was more valuable and long lasting 
was the impact that the community members had on us and what we learned 
from them. 

During our time in McDowell County, I had the pleasure of working on a 
project with the great Scottie Perez. Not only did Scottie teach me how to 
use a power drill, but he taught me, and the rest of us, more about his 
community than I ever would have expected. Scottie certainly knows his stuff 
about McDowell  County. He’s been a cop, an EMT, and now works for 
BCPIA, guiding students like us on different projects and sharing his wisdom 
along the way. We constantly pestered him with questions about his 

community and his life in general and he answered every single one honestly and always encouraged us to ask more 
(“Questions? Give me more questions!”).  These open conversations with people like Scottie and the other wonderful 
people we worked with gave us valuable insight into what the members of McDowell County are passionate about, how 
they feel about the many issues present in their county, what they think are the most important problems, and what they 
would like to see change – vital knowledge we could never obtain without working directly with these people. These 
conversations also showed us what an open, generous, and welcoming community McDowell County is. There is something 
to be said about a community that has so little but is willing to give so much

We built a roof in a short two and half days, but that service was by no means the most important part of the trip. The 
service was simply a pathway to the important parts - to the meaningful conversations with people like Scottie, to 
understanding the complexity and interconnectedness of the many issues present in McDowell County, to the appreciation 
of what it means to be a community, and to the development of a deeper understanding of the role of service. One woman 
with whom the students on the SEEDS Louisiana trip worked shared this quote from an Australian Aboriginal Elder, “If 
you’ve come to help me, you’re wasting your time – but if you’ve come because your liberation is bound up with mine, then 
let us work together.” This trip really showed us that service is not about doing things for people, it is about working with 
people and learning as much as you can from them.
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Community Transcended
by Karolina Castro ‘16

One of the most impactful days of The SEEDS Project trip was the visit to the home of the Houma Nation’s former 
principal chief, Brenda Robichaux. During our visit, Brenda told us about the effects of Hurricane Katrina and Rita and 
the BP oil spill, the history of volunteers that helped rebuild their community, and the struggles and immense hope that 
not only the Houma people faced, but Brenda personally had to face. During the tour of Brenda’s house, we stopped in 
her office and I immediately noticed the painting of Ruby Bridges, shown above. This painting is Norman Rockwell’s 
1964 The Problem We A" Live With. The painting shows young Ruby being escorted to school by officers on November 14, 
1960. Although she was allowed to attended school in New Orleans with white students, she received a lot of backlash 
which is seen through the racial slur written behind her and the smashed tomato on the wall, a failed attempt at hitting 
her. A few years later and a few miles south, Brenda Robichaux became a part of the first generation of Native Americans 
to be integrated into public schools; like Ruby, she faced hardship because of her racial identity. When asked about the 
painting in her office, Brenda said that she liked the painting because one could easily replace Ruby Bridges and the 
officers with Brenda and her mother, and it would show exactly how she was received by the public. That is such a 
beautiful connection. 

Brenda had talked so much earlier that day about the importance of community among the Houma tribe, and how their 
community was bravely maintained and even strengthened in the face of tragedy. It was inspiring to see that Brenda’s 
sense of community transcended race and that she could identify with another marginalized community, Afro-
Americans. It is no secret that the United States has a long history of oppressing many groups of people under its 
regime (basically anyone who isn’t a white affluent heterosexual male). Afro-Americans and Native Americans, although 
different in culture, origins, and the treatment they receive, are united by a common colonizer. I knew all of this before 
entering Brenda’s office and seeing that painting, but I never thought about these two groups making such intimate 
connections with each other. This moment in Brenda’s office made me think about the idea that no one is free until 
everyone is free; my liberation is bond up with yours. The Houma Nation was able to survive everything thrown at them 
because they remained a community. Imagine if this strong sense of community was built between the Houma and Afro-
Americans, or between other tribes, or any other marginalized group. Coalitions must be built because we all essentially 
want the same thing: to be recognized and treated as human beings with dignity. 

The visit to Brenda Robichaux’s home was amazing. I learned so much about the Houma tribe and Brenda. Rockwell’s 
The Problem We A" Live With made an big impression on me, not only because it is a beautiful and important work of art 
but because Brenda identified deeply with Ruby Bridges. Even though they look different, they had the same struggle, 
and that is enough to be in community with someone.   

The Problem We All Live With, Norman Rockwell, 1964
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Engagement Through Dialogue: How One Man’s Story 
Moved Me to Think About My Own

By Emmy Morse ‘15

When I volunteered for the group that would be doing 
sheet rock during our work with Big Creek People in 
Action, I had no idea what an impression our service 
supervisor would make on me and how that would 
shape my perspective of his home – and our hospitable 
host –West Virginia. The first day we worked with 
Buster, he seemed hard work ing and ver y 
knowledgeable about his trade, but very quiet. As our 
project progressed though, I began to notice that given 
an interested crowd, Buster was quite the storyteller 
and was full of funny and interesting stories. 

Because we were a semi-clueless group of college kids 
trying to gut and replace a ceiling that had ceased to 
serve its purpose, we needed a lot of directions and 
guidance from Buster at first. But, once Buster told us 
how to tear out the ceiling, we went to work and had it 
completely removed in about an hour. While we were 
working with Buster to get the boards down, something cool happened; Buster started telling us stories. His first few stories 
ranged from how he damaged one of the tendons in his thumb during an incident with a roman candle, to how he almost 
chopped off his foot with an automatic saw once during a construction project. Buster’s stories really brought us closer as a 
group, and made everyone feel more comfortable and connected, which fostered conversation. 

The next day, we started working outside removing an old, structurally unsound porch and replacing it with a new one. We 
were pulling out old nails, ripping up rotted pieces of plywood, and grooving to country music when Buster started telling us 
some more personal stories. He told us about his children and how the BCPIA after school program made a difference in 
their lives, he showed us pictures of his wife and family, and then, during our lunch break he told us a story that totally 
stopped me in my tracks. 

While we were sitting on the back of his work van eating our carefully packed sandwiches from the morning, Buster started 
telling us about his high school years and how he had dropped out of high school to go to Roanoke, VA when he was 
fourteen; partially to find a job and partially to find a girl  who “wasn’t his kin.” Buster was related to most of the families in 
his “holler” and wanted to meet someone new while making some money for his family. He described living away from home 
as if it had been an easy and normal thing for him to do. Leaving his family at fourteen years old in order to begin working 
was the natural next step for him at the time. Later that day, Buster mentioned that he had been married for eleven years, 
which led me to ask, “Buster, how old are you anyway?” He answered with a calm and collected “twenty-six.” 

To say that I was surprised by the fact that he had gotten married at fifteen would be an understatement. I was shocked at 
how responsible, knowledgeable, and at peace Buster was. He did not seem bitter, resentful, or uneasy about his choices and 
position in life, and through his stories I learned that he is an incredibly responsible and caring husband and father. Thinking 
back to when I was fifteen, I know that I definitely would not have made it in the “real world,” especially not with a family 
to take care of. 

Buster’s story really made me think about my own position, and how I am much less responsible and intelligent than he is in 
certain ways. As college students, I think we tend to see responsibility and intelligence in a certain way, and we get into the 
habit of assuming that book smarts and managing a schedule well are the most important things in life. While interacting 
with Buster, I realized that I need to work on better appreciating and understanding the lifestyles of people different than 
me. Now I also know that I can learn so much from and about people if I just stop, listen to their stories, and actually take 
time to think about them. 

I will never forget Buster, and I hope the impact his stories had on me will  push me to continue listening, thinking about, 
and investigating things on my own. Without constantly re-evaluating my priorities, values, and perspectives, I will not be 
able to sustain the growth that happened in me during SEEDS; and I challenge the readers of this journal to do the same: get 
out, listen, and think. Together we can continue the dialogue on change.
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I Love Mountains v. 
Friends of Coal

by Aaron Berryhill ‘16

Land, it is one of the most essential yet controversial topics in West 
Virginia. During the trip, I realized just how important the land is to the 
people of West Virginia. The trip exposed me to a diverse range of people, 
and backgrounds, but a love for the land continued to recur in my 
conversations. Unfortunately, it quickly became apparent to me that this 
was not a cooperative love of the land. The people of West Virginia come 
from various backgrounds, so their appreciation for the land has very 
different meanings. This conflict was highlighted by our interactions with 
the Friends of Coal campaign, and the I Love Mountains campaign. 

Before the trip I knew of mountaintop removal as a method of mining 
coal, and concluded that it was an unjustified use of the land. Meeting with 
the I Love Mountains campaign on Kayford Mountain confirmed some of 
my assumptions about mountaintop removal. We were told all about the 
negatives of mountain top removal just to reach a buried seam of coal. We 
were warned about the flooding, toxic waste, dirty water, health effects, 

and blasting threats; we saw the devastation from the extensive clearing and digging. The I Love Mountains Campaign 
showed a passion for the land of West Virginia based on its purity, immensity, and basic functionality. We saw a similar 
love for the land at Lake Berwind in War, West Virginia. We were told a story about the efforts to save the lake from 
becoming a coal-dumping pond and experienced firsthand the beauty of the lake. Many of the local fishermen around the 
lake shared this same genuine love for the land. This view and use of the land seemed to me to be the best way to pay 
respect to the land of West Virginia.

During the trip, I struggled to understand how plundering the land for coal, specifically mountaintop removal could be 
acceptable. After going on a tour in at the old Beckley Coal Mine, hearing from a manager of an active coal mine, and 
conversing with former coal mine employees, my opinion began to change. The Friends of Coal campaign supports the 
coal industry and the economic benefits that it can provide. Before the trip I would have assumed that these supporters 
of Friends of Coal do not love or respect their land, but my experiences changed that assumption. I realized that the 
supporters of coal also love and respect the land just as much as environmentalists, but in a very different way. Learning 
from various people closely tied to the coal industry showed me how sincere their respect for the land can be. These 
people were very grateful and proud of the livelihood that the land of West Virginia has provided for their families and 
country.  Despite my environmental tendencies, I found this love and respect for the land to be just as legitimate the I 
Love Mountains campaign view of the land. Imagine trying to criticize the practice of mountaintop removal or other 
destructive coal mining techniques, if coal mining has provided your family’s well-being for your whole life. Friends of 

0

Coal supporters respect the land for what it provides 
them economically, not necessarily for its beauty. 
These supporters of the Friends of Coal showed a 
valid appreciation for what the land has provided for 
them and I can sympathize with that approach.

Ultimately this trip showed me that the land of West 
Virginia is loved no matter who you are or what 
background you come from. Many people probably 
will not share this same sentiment, but seeing and 
understanding both sides of the issue is a very 
valuable asset in finding an ultimate solution to the 
use of West Virginia’s land.
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Stepping into a Coal Miner’s Shoes - Beckley Mine Tour
By Omar Farooq ’16

Clunk! I heard an old, rusted metal switch go off. I was staring into a dark abyss. I made sure my eyes were open, fearing I 
had gone blind. Despite having about thirty people around me, this darkness brought about emptiness and loneliness. I had 
lost my bearings and was trapped. The dark coal walls seemed to be closing in towards me. To my relief, and that of 
everyone around me, the tour guide turned the lights back on.

Over the course of the SEEDS trip, we got a hands-on experience of being in a coal mine. The Beckley Mine was 
operational in the early 20th century. It was closed and then reopened in the 1950s. Much later, it was bought, renovated 
and turned into an exhibition. The exhibition not just includes an actual coal mine tour but also depicts different parts of a 
1950s coal camp, like a church, school, superintendent’s house and miner’s shanty. However, above all my favorite part of the 
mine tour was when the tour guide turned off the lights in the mine.

After visiting a coal mines in War and Beckley, and hearing people’s stories, I was able to paint a picture of how it was to be 
a coal miner. Imagine yourself crouched, in a dark, suffocating place, putting in your blood and sweat eight hours a day to 
get a below average wage. Your happiness and fate was tied to that one-inch, yellow flame on top of the small carbide lamp. 
You did not know if you would be the seeing sunlight ever again.

The risks of the coal mining were enormous. For starters, you could be buried alive due to a cave-in. Moreover, working 
with dangerous heavy machinery could lead to fatal injuries. Machine nicknames like “the widow maker” were not 
misnomers. Additionally, your lamp, which is your last ray of hope, could trigger a methane gas or a coal-dust explosion. 
Adding to the list, you also could get poisoned due to dangerous gases like hydrogen sulfide and carbon monoxide. Even if 

you’re lucky to escape all of the above, 
health problems like the black lung 
disease will slowly kill you from the 
inside.

However, since the 1950s coal-mining 
practices have improved, either 
because of technological advancements 
or government regulations. Despite, 
through Scotty’s stories we learned 
about a lot of problems that still persist 
in the coa l min ing community. 
Mountain top removal, which is the 
main method of coal extraction in 
West Virginia, leads to deforestation, 
loss of habitat and eventually deprives 

people of clean ground water. It can also lead to atmospheric pollution due to the explosives used to blow up mountains. 
The lack of economic diversification in coal communities, as machinery replaces labor and as coal towns are abandoned, 
eventually leads to poverty. Poverty then, ends up becoming the root of health problems and poor education. Furthermore, 
people try to rely on false disability benefits, which is a burden on taxpayers. On top of that drug abuse worsens this vicious 
cycle.

There are two sides to every story and we need to consider the other side too. Coal mining does bring a source of livelihood 
to these people and coal is important to power the American economy. The solution to these problems is not to completely 
stop coal mining. Grass-root level steps make small differences over time but there also needs to be some top-down effort. 
Coal companies need to be more strictly monitored and regulated in terms of the externalities of their operations. 
Authorities need to make sure that removed mountaintops are reclaimed and there is a sustained supply of services like 
clean water, education and infrastructure to the people in the community. Secondly, steps need to be taken so the 
community is less dependent on coal by providing people other economic alternatives.

Stepping into the shoes of a coal miner was a life-changing experience. Hearing about all these problems, I got slightly 
disheartened at first. I felt like the actual service work we did over the trip had extremely little tangible effect on solving 
these problems. I began to ask myself questions. What could I do as an individual to help? Or can I even do anything 
significant that will help? The answers lied in the power of stories, service learning and spreading awareness. The knowledge 
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of what is going around you is one of the most important weapons in your arsenal. By sharing this knowledge, we can 
empower people to make wise decisions and hence make this world a better place for the future generations. I will carry a 
part of West Virginia in my heart, wherever I go. Marsha and Scotty shared their stories to make an impact and now it’s my 
time to share mine.

Career Planning, SEEDS Style By Perry Lowder ’14

As a senior, I have attended more Career Services events than you can shake a stick at.  I’ve taken numerous online 
personality tests, and met with mentors to discuss future career options.  It’s overwhelming, exciting, and everything in-
between.  Before leaving for Louisiana, I had expected to take a mental break from my own efforts at finding a job to 
focus on something else.  However, over the course of the week with SEEDS, the many conversations we had with locals 
gave me surprising and helpful insight into my own search for the right career path.

In the community of Dulac in the Louisiana bayou, we learned about the plight of the Native American Houma Nation 
from community leaders.  The combined disasters of Hurricanes Katrina/Rita in 2005 and the BP oil spill of 2010 
devastated the local economy, whose economic development is based in two main industries—oil and fishing.  John 
Silver, executive director of the Dulac Community Center, explained the importance of the watershed to the Houma 
people, many of whom are fisherman.  “For these people, fishing isn’t just a job, it’s a lifestyle.”  Brenda Robichaux, 
former Principal Chief of the Houma Nation, shared with us the story of her father, who spent his life as a fisherman on 
the gulf.  “Every time he went to open the fishing boxes and see what he had caught, it was like Christmas morning for 
him.”  She went on to say that the aftermath of the oil spill, when her father was stripped of his livelihood and unable to 
fish, was the first time she had ever seen her 80-year-old father cry.

When we traveled from the bayou to New Orleans, discussion turned to issues of crime and education.  In a session 
with experts from Tulane University, we examined the need to break down all of the factors that can lead to urban crime 
and poverty.  We heard from people in a variety of fields, residents who are approaching difficult systemic issues from a 
variety of angles.  This method struck me not only as important, but necessary to finding true solutions that address the 
roots of the many issues in their—and our—communities.

I think a lot of college students are concerned that they won’t be able to find a job in a field about which they are most 
passionate—or that to be “successful,” you have to work in a job that you don’t love.  Hearing John talk about the 
Houma people, however, I realize that there is a very real possibility of finding a job that can provide deep emotional 
satisfaction—not just a job, but a lifestyle.  Similarly, the Tulane discussion provided us a model of people using 
education in a wide variety of fields coming together to unpack major issues.  This gave me a sense of hope that no 
matter what my field of interest or my educational background, I can somehow contribute to these conversations on 
social justice.  In fact, we need a diverse group of people to be a part of social justice efforts…even I have a seat at the 
table.  And so do you.
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Sacrificial Landscape
By Taylor Holden ’15

In 2000 environmental historian Brian Black coined the term “sacrificial landscape” to describe the oil fields of eastern 
Pennsylvania. The term refers to an area that is sacrificed in order to sustain others. The environmental ruin of eastern 
Pennsylvania’s valleys provided the energy needed to fuel the industrialization of New York, Chicago, and the rest of 
America.  Today the former oil fields of Pennsylvania are more hospitable to life than their blighted state 100 years ago, 
but new sacrificial landscapes have replaced them. The SEEDS Project visits two such places. 

I came across this term while reading an article about the visuals in the HBO show True Detective. The flawless 
cinematography passes over beautiful bayou landscapes only to be punctuated by menacing petroleum refineries spewing 
thick smoke into the sky. These images intentionally evoke a sense that “the apocalypse has already happened here,” 
according to the show’s creative director. The landscape has been bent, broken, and shaped to the industry’s needs. The 
characters are left living in the shadow of this transformation. Although this idea of sacrificial landscapes conjured 
memories of last year’s SEEDS Louisiana trip, it also came to frame almost every one of my impressions of McDowell 
County, West Virginia. Like Louisiana, West Virginia is suffering from the effects of fossil fuel extraction, both 
environmentally and economically. Its mountains are blasted open, its riches stolen, and its beautiful hollers filled with coal 
slurry, rock debris, and industrial chemicals. When this process is complete the land is left hollow of not just its once 
abundant natural resources but all economic activity and opportunity. The economist side of me came to view these 
sacrifices as an extreme build-up of harmful externalities in one location.

An externality is a cost or benefit incurred by a party who did not choose to incur that cost or benefit. In this case, the 
people of McDowell County are affected by the externalities of producing cheap energy and steel for consumers in 
different states and even different countries. The demand for cheap energy is met through skimping on environmental 
regulation, fighting unions on wages and healthcare, and moving on to more profitable mines without regard for the 
vacuum created in communities wholly dependent upon coal. 
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We learned a great deal about McDowell County’s history and the current attitude of its people from a wonderful woman 
names Marsha who has been working for decades to improve life in her community. One of Marsha’s most powerful quotes 
was the idea that McDowell County is the backyard of America; it is the place people don’t want you to see. This is the 
place we push the ugliest and most harmful externalities of our society. This is where we blast our beautiful and iconic 
Appalachian Mountains wide open to rip coal from the earth. This is where we spill chemicals with unknown effects into 
the tap water of 300,000 people without accountability. This is where we fought workers with machine guns in order to 
avoid paying higher wages or providing safe working conditions. 

I say we because it is we who purchase the electricity dependent upon the coal from these mountains. I say we because it is 
we who willingly or unwillingly sacrifice this landscape to provide energy for our own cities and homes. Every action has a 
cost; it is impossible for us to sustain the society we have created without cheap and abundant energy. Tradeoffs are 
necessary, yet it is important to consider how these tradeoffs are decided. 

Who decides that mountains may be destroyed so our power bills can be cheaper? When you sacrifice one landscape what 
happens to the people who call that land home? Where was their voice in the decision? Where was your voice in the 
decision? Ignorantly or wilfully silent? 

Who speaks for the mountains? Who speaks for the people? It is time to take collective ownership of these disasters and 
externalities. We must acknowledge their existence, reject their unjustly high cost on vulnerable communities, and work 
toward a system where we pay equally for the costs of our actions, instead of passing the price onto those whose voices are 
not heard.

SEEDS Comes Full Circle By Sarah Warshaw ’15 

In anticipation of my upcoming SEEDS adventure, I expected to learn about the coal mining industry and what it looks 
like to live in a coal mining community.  I did not, however, anticipate working on a food equity project involving 
organic local gardens.  After arriving at the Big Ugly Community Center in Lincoln County (BUCC), WV, we quickly 
learned about one of their community engagement programs called Grow Appalachia, an organic gardening project.  
The BUCC and some local community members established this project through a grant provided by Berea College in 
Kentucky. Grow Appalachia provides free seeds of various vegetables and beans to over 20 families in the community. It 
also offers classes about gardening and how to healthily prepare the foods that they are growing.  In addition to giving 
the participating families access to healthy vegetables that they otherwise would not have in their diets, the program 
encourages the families to sell the food they grow at farm stands and farmer’s markets, providing an additional source of 
income for the families.

I have previously worked on food access projects such as community gardens and education workshops in other 
communities and have always been struck by how empowering participation in these programs is for the people 
involved.  Teaching these people a new way to provide for themselves is a type of service you know will last for a long 
time after you actively work in the community with those individuals.  This was a real life example of the age-old saying 
about giving a man a fish or teaching a man to fish for himself, although, it was much more poignant to see it in action.

The importance of this type of program became much more apparent to me by the end of our experience in West 
Virginia.  Throughout the week, we continued to posit and analyze the problems we saw plaguing the places we visited. 
One idea that came up time and time again was the lack of economic opportunity and development in this area of the 
country.  It was very easy for me to criticize the coal industry prior to this experience because I had only seen the 
negative aspects of the system. However, after visiting this part of the country and meeting the people engaged in this 
industry, my perspective changed a bit.  As I realized that one of the main reasons people work in this industry is 
because it is their only option, the bigger problem of a lack of alternative work options became apparent to me. I think 
this is why the Grow Appalachia program resonated so strongly with me.  Not only did it give families in this area access 
to good quality and fresh produce that they would not otherwise have access to, it also provided them with new 
economic opportunity and potentially an entire new industry.  Even though I mainly worked with separating and 
planting the seeds for eventual distribution to the families, all I could think about was the future those seeds held in 
them.  How fitting that it is that for my first experience with the SEEDS Project, I ended up working with actual seeds 
for one of my service projects. I hope that these seeds grow and change as much as I have throughout this experience.
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Never Forgotten
By Tanya Sushkova ’14

Learning service has, for many years, become a unique symbol for The SEEDS Project.  At the conclusion of one of our 
reflection circles in WV, our faculty advisor described service as secondary to any conversation or situation we experience 
in these communities.  We just happen to have chosen the service as a way to get there, wherever ‘there’ may be.  

One of the most pressing issues I noticed in McDowell County, West Virginia, that I believe encompasses all of the others 
was that we sometimes forget the people and communities we encounter. Oftentimes during community service trips, 
groups will enter the lives of strangers, help them in whichever way they can, and then depart with little to no real 
connection or impact.  They move on with their lives and never look back. After being a member of The SEEDS Project 
for three years, and most recently during my trip to West Virginia, I have been more touched and inspired than ever 
before. The most likely reason is that those very people and communities in NOLA or WV whose stories are forgotten.  
Never before have I felt this affected, connected and embraced by a community unlike my own.  

Throughout my experiences with SEEDS, I’ve also learned that every person and every place has a story.  So now I’d like to 
share some stories of very real and special people, with real laughter, heartache, and passions, from McDowell County. The 
purpose of this is not to cast hopelessness or despair in your life. Instead, I’d like to help establish connections, inspire, and 
challenge anyone reading this. Take a moment to realize that you are not alone, that there are people outside of your 
communities who really need your help, and that you can make a difference.  

Buster (far left) is a father, 
b rother, son , g randson , 
f r iend, and hardworking 
citizen of McDowell  County, 
WV. He lives with and helps 
suppor t h i s w i fe , four 
children, dog, and other 
family. He also works with 
Big Creek People in Action as 
one of the go-to maintenance 
men. He’s had more accidents 
and seen more destruction 
than I could ever imagine.  
His nine-year-old son can 
read, write, and do simple 
math better than he can. But 
he also has the biggest heart 
and deeply loves his family 
and community. He wants the 
ver y bes t for h i s two 
daughters and two sons, 

especially as they grow older and are faced with pressure from the drug use culture. Despite the sadness and anxiety I could 
sense within him, he was always able to smile and go about his day, which is something I really admire. When I asked him 
about how he would feel if the government could replace all coal industries with greener renewable energy such as wind and 
solar, his response was a simple, “Why sure, that would definitely help.”  

Johnny and Rose (2nd and 3rd from right) live in Coalwood, West Virginia. During our stay with BCPIA, my group worked 
on their home to fix up a ceiling and porch. When we first entered the house, I will admit I was feeling a little hesitant, 
judgmental, and unsure about what I had gotten myself into. Johnny jokingly revealed they were “certified alcoholics” as 
soon as we walked in. They apologized for the state of their home and offered us to sit down. After a few minutes into this 
new environment, however, I realized I was in no place to judge them and I recognized I would have to give myself a little 
extra push in order to open up and get to know them.  Johnny and Rose challenged me to step out of my comfort bubble, 
to which I am eternally grateful. The more we talked throughout those three short days, the more I learned of them and 
the more I understood about the hardships faced in McDowell County.  It turns out Rose’s story was more complex than I 
first thought. Within the past year, both her husband and her son passed away, which is one reason she began drinking. The 
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alcohol gave her peace, numbed her thoughts, and pushed away her depression. Her husband suffered a sudden and 
unexpected death from health complications. Her son was once an honor roll student, a rare occurrence in that area, but 
he became involved with drugs and was killed by his girlfriend while they were having a heated argument.  Rose’s other 
daughter lives in Alabama and would be visiting this summer, which was the reason why Rose wanted the house to be 
fixed.  By the last day, Rose and Johnny’s stories had settled into a little section of my heart, never to be forgotten. 

Rollins was one of Johnny and Rose’s neighbors from down the street. On the morning of service day two, Rollins limped 
over to the house with his cane and three adorable puppies. Although at first I didn’t see a particular purpose to his 
wanting to walk over to talk, he later confessed his loneliness, love for others, a desire to meet new people. I listened as he 

introduced himself with a wearied smile, asked us 
questions about where we were from and why we were 
there, and I did the same to him. Rollins was a coal 
miner until his back suddenly gave out, hence the 
reason for his limp and accompanied cane. I later 
found out he may have been one of the unfortunate 
victims who was dragged down by the misuse of 
painkillers.  He told me stories about his father’s work 
in the military as he served back-and-forth between 
Germany and Japan. He talked about his daughter, 
Sarah, and wife, and the fifteen stray dogs they 
willingly took in as members of the family. After lunch, 
an older woman, who had taken notice of us since our 
first day, stepped out from behind her fenced home 
and decided to walk her tiny dog (who probably didn’t 

need to be walked). She informed me she was actually Rollins’ mother, and we then proceeded onto another long 
conversation about very random topics.  Soon, we met up again with Rollins. He proudly walked me around his yard, 
showed me new projects he was working on and old things that needed fixing, and introduced me to his daughter. Like 
many others, he too apologized repeatedly for the state of his home but we reminded each other that home is home, and it 
doesn’t matter what it may look like to others, as long as it is yours. Not long after saying goodbye, one commonality 
among these communities became apparent: all they wanted was for someone willing to talk, listen, share with, and care 
about them. 

Swamp Fires By Walker Brown ’16

Everyone was like children again. Five of us snuck away, hoping to creep off without anyone else noticing so we could be 
next in line for a ride in the boat. Our little motorboat was like a dwarf next to the massive shrimping boats that lined 
the waterside. John was our captain for the afternoon, a member of the Native American Houma Nation and the 
director of the Dulac Community Center just 30 paces from the coast where we clambered into the little dinghy. 

It didn’t used to be that close. When Hurricanes Katrina and Rita struck the Gulf Coast, what the people who live 
around the Community Center used to knew as land where they could grow their gardens or build their sheds now they 
know as open water. It’s one of the things that the Houma people grapple with now. Authorities have told them they 
don’t know how long they’ll be able to stay in Dulac. Who’s to say another hurricane wouldn’t come and swallow up the 
rest of the land where the community center now stands? Once we were all in the boat, John fired up the engine and 
started us drifting out into the bayou. When we hit the open water, he asked us, with a half-smile, “Y’all ready?” Without 
really knowing what we were ready for, we all let out a chorus of yesses and of courses and sures. John yanked back on 
the throttle, and almost as quickly as we sped forward, John’s face lit up. A soft-spoken man in all our other interactions 
with him, he had suddenly come alive. When we emerged out of the bayou into the lake, John idled the engine and we 
coasted to a stop. 

I watched him look around him at the setting sun over all the open water that used to be the lands he knew. In my 
admittedly brief 20 years, I barely think I’ve ever seen a man more proud. I peppered him with questions, but very 
quickly it just became him talking, telling me about the history of the land, the wildlife that lived in the land lining the 
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bayou, the pattern of the swamps and how they all connected to the lake. He told me about the smoke we could see in the 
distance; one of the swamps was burning to the ground. But the smoke was a sign of life, not destruction; the vegetation 
here grows back thicker and healthier after two weeks once it’s all burned away. From the ashes, something beautiful 
grows. The way John saw this place – his home – was deeply humbling. The Houma people were the swamps. 

When Hurricane Katrina destroyed their entire community and they couldn’t get FEMA support because they weren’t a 
federally recognized tribe, they erected from the ashes a beautiful, burgeoning community.  When the BP Oil Spill 

temporarily destroyed the fishing 
industry in the Gulf, the people rallied 
together. No one has ever told them 
this won’t happen again. In fact, it 
probably will. They know that. Just 
like the swamps. When I asked John 
how of ten these swamp f i re s 
happened, he said “All the time, it just 
keeps growing back.” Despite the 
cha l l enges h i s community ha s 
overcome, John still  loves the land that 
has betrayed his people over and over. 
I have never met a man who believed 
so deeply in the meaning of  “home.”

Sunday Service By Marie fernandez ’17

It was an atypical Sunday morning. In fact, the only thing that was close to normal was the fact that I was sitting in a 
church building. I was dressed in tennis shoes and jeans that were covered in a layer of dust, there were about 20 people in 
the sanctuary, and I was in the middle of Southern West Virginia. Throughout the service, though, I began to feel more and 
more at home as the congregation sang familiar songs, went through recognizable liturgy, and, most importantly, 
worshipped the same God. Not only did the service contain familiar elements, but also the people were so grateful for our 
presence. In fact, they made sure to mention in every other component of the liturgy how thankful they were for us. We 
couldn’t have left the service without feeling thoroughly loved and welcomed!

What stood out to me most, though, was their concern for the world beyond themselves or even West Virginia. At one 
point in the service, there was a time of prayer for the community. Before praying, the church leader asked for people to 
share concerns or joys. First, various health and financial concerns within the community were brought up. What was 
amazing to me was how much each person really cared about everyone who needed prayer. They were all well aware of the 
situation each person either faced or had overcome. For example, when someone shared the news that Ms. Smith’s surgery 
went well, the congregation all exclaimed joyously and celebrated the fact that she had finally undergone the surgery she 
had been waiting for. The entire congregation knew the details of why she needed surgery, how long she’d been waiting, the 
complications, and had been praying for her for weeks or even months. This extremely attentive and caring spirit was 
reflected in each and every community member I met. From the older Marsha keeping Big Creek People In Action 
running to the early twenty-somethings that asked if I needed any help cleaning the maintenance room during their lunch 
break; I was touched by people’s generosity and genuine interest in us as students. 

However, their interest wasn’t limited to McDowell County or even West Virginia. At least half of the joys or concerns 
shared among the congregation were events that had taken place outside of West Virginia, and, often, even outside of the 
United States. The depth of knowledge that these West Virginians had on each of these events, some that happened just 
days before, impressed me to no end. They knew ten times more about what was going on in the world than I did! West 
Virginians are stereotyped as backward, uneducated country folk who aren’t aware of anything going on outside of their 
bubble and who, frankly, don’t care. Visiting that church completely erased any trace of those stereotypes that had settled 
in the back of my mind. These people were constantly up to date on the news and were doing what they could to help 
alleviate global problems, even if all that was simply praying. Their compassion for the world beyond themselves is 
incredible. The ironic thing is that while they’re busy finding ways to care for the rest of the world and feeling extremely 
blessed with their lives, the rest of the world is looking in feeling sorry for them. The rest of the world could learn a lesson 
or two from them, first and foremost, appreciate your life and the people in it. They never take for granted their 
interactions with others.
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“There are no Strangers here, 

only Friends we haven’t yet met”
I Rise, I Rise, I Rise
by Catherine Cunha ‘16

This mural, painted on an aged fence outside of the Welfare Rights 
Organization, reads “Still I Rise”. Adorned with an iconic New Orleans jazz 
musician and a crowd of people, fists in the air, this mural is the perfect 
description of the interactions I had with members of the New Orleans 
community. Although the paint was chipped and the fence looked like it could 
falter at any moment, its message was clear and strong. When I first walked 
out the back door of the Welfare Rights Organization I was immediately in 
awe of what was before me. It was as if all the work that I accomplished over 
the last couple of days was joined together in one strikingly simple message: 
“Still I Rise”. During our time in both New Orleans and the Bayou we had the 
opportunity to hear and experience stories of unparalleled resilience and 
strength from community members from nearly every walk of life. 
The New Orleans community seemed to experience one disaster after another, 
but their spirit and loyalty to their neighbors never faded. These disasters 
would be enough to cripple any of us let alone some of the most historically 
underrepresented communities. However as Brenda Robichaux (the former 
principle chief of the Houma Nation) and the leaders of the Welfare Rights 
Organization spoke of their struggles after the storms and the oil spill, it was 
apparent that they did not want to be portrayed as weak or feeble. They were 
unable to receive adequate benefits and aid from governmental organizations 
like FEMA and the American Red Cross. They were repeatedly scammed from 
outside vendors when they were at their most vulnerable state. They were 
direly in need of assistance, which often times did not come, but still they rose 
above adversity.   
In the wake of disaster it would’ve been easy to abandon hope, but instead the 
people of New Orleans and the Bayou stuck it out and took immense pride in 
their home. While some left the parishes of New Orleans for a more stable 
lifestyle, the people that we had the pleasure of working with in our week in 
New Orleans chose to stay and help rebuild their respective communities out 
of the rubble. 
The people of New Orleans are strong. They rise against all odds stacked 
against them. Yes, there are still lingering issues and effects from the disasters 
that struck them, but no matter what the world throws at them next, the 
people of New Orleans will  fight back. They will fight for their community and 
their way of life. Still they rise against adversity and oppression, still  they rise 
to challenge the structural forces that have been set up to hold them down, 
still they rise to welcome those who enter the community to help, still they 
raise their voices as one, Still They Rise. 

As we returned campus at 3:30am on 
Saturday morning I reflected on how 
much had changed since we first 
pulled away one week earlier. Instead 
of 22 individuals, we were SEEDS 
NOLA. One people f rom many 
different backgrounds, and I felt 
connected to each one of them. 
Somehow, among paint, drywall, piles 
of clothing, meaningful conversations, 
inspirational organizations, and 
laughter we found companionship.
My favorite part of SEEDS is its 
ability to draw from a diverse group of 
indiv idua ls who are a l l ab le to 
converge on the common goal of 
having a thoughtful and mindful 
spr ing break . Year a f te r year, 
incredible individuals have been on 
the trips. I am incredibly grateful for 
the trip for bringing us together in one 
mission of solidarity. 

I love you all!
It feels like months ago that I left 
Robins Hall with my suitcase bound 
for Louisiana, but it was only one 
week ago. On departure day, we all sat 
on the brick wall outside of the 
commons, unsure of one another. 
Many would question how 22 students 
from extremely diverse backgrounds 
would fare on a trip together for a 
week. After all, we were strangers, 
often only having seen each other 
from a distance or in passing. In the 
past seven days, I have had the 
privilege of getting to know twenty-
one amazing students who I would 
now do anything for. 
This was my second year with the 
privilege to go on a SEEDS trip. 
Between the two locations, I was able 
to notice parallels and differences 
between the communities, however 
one thing remained constant between 
the two trips: the authenticity and 
strength of the friendships formed 
through shared experiences. The 
reflections and mission of SEEDS 
cultivates authentic bonds between 
participants , which are last ing. 
Although it only takes days, or even 
hours for the friendship to flourish, 
they remain s teady long af te r 
returning to campus. 

by Michelle Jewett ‘15

Page 26



The Importance of Race in Building Meaningful 
Student - Teachers Relationships

By Shaleetta Hicks ’14
A consistent theme throughout the week as we explored Louisiana learning about the experiences of at-risk populations 
was the impact of race and class identities on youths’ access to mentors in the form of teachers. I was able to look at 
discussions and organizations with a critical lens that outlined the topic of my senior thesis. I am writing my thesis about 
the significance of race on mentoring relationships for at-risk youth. This week has put my semester’s work on mentoring in 
perspective, broadening my scope from the Greater Richmond area to Louisiana. Furthermore, having conversations with 
education directors at the Vietnamese American Young Leaders (VAYLA) as well as New Orleans community members 
about the chartering movement has informed my reflections on the importance of mentors in low-income communities and 
the education system.

When we arrived to New Orleans, we got acquainted with our home for the next couple of days at the Center for Ethical 
Living and Social Justice Renewal. The center facilitated and connected us with our volunteer site as well as engaged us in 
meaningful dialogue and reflections about race and other related topics. Our SEEDS group along with another service 
group from Penn State participated in a race dialogue lead by the People’s Institute to frame our experiences in New 
Orleans with societal truths. During the dialogue, the facilitators discussed briefly the transition of the education system 
after the federal flood. Community members refer to Hurricane Katrina and Rita as the federal flood because cities in 
Louisiana were prepared for these category 3 hurricanes but the levee caused the devastation that is still present even to 
this day. Louisiana’s education system was already failing but after the federal flood, the government decided to “start over.” 
The first step in this process was to fire all of the public school teachers which at the time were Black woman and hire all 
Teach for America corps members which are still majority White females. The Black woman and veteran teachers who were 
wrongly fired were greatly invested in the schools and are now serving as substitute teachers while recent Ivy League college 
graduates are running the classroom. This shift of race identities for the teachers in schools has impacted the student-
teacher relationship dynamics as well as the culture of the education system.

The wisdom and knowledge about the lack of minority teachers in the education system did not end when we left the 
Center for Ethical Living and Social Justice Renewal but grew even stronger when we visited our last stop in New Orleans. 
The last visit was at VAYLA, an advocacy organization for Vietnamese, Latino, and African-American families in the 
community dedicated to bringing systemic change and resources to the underprivileged people. The education directors 
discussed the impact of the chartering movement on the populations that they serve. After the federal flood, the 
government slowly started closing community schools and developing charter schools all over the state of Louisiana. “These 
new charter schools are failing because they don’t know how to teach our kids,” said one of the education directors while 
describing her frustrations with the current education system in New Orleans. The charter schools seem to be structured 
more like a “prison system” now with all of the rigid rules set in place such as students having to shake the disciplinarians 
hand before getting off of the bus to prevent youth from “dapping” each other up when they greet one another. In 
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Education: The Foundation of the City By Kelsey Ensign ’14

“Education is the life and death blood of our city.” This statement came from 
Tulane professor, Dr. Scharf, in a conversation we were having with him about 
the city of New Orleans. The truth of Dr. Scharf ’s comment and the 
importance of quality education in areas like Dulac and New Orleans became 
more and more apparent throughout my SEEDS journey in Louisiana. 
Educational opportunities can greatly improve the quality of life within a city. 
A lack of educational attainment can have the complete reverse effect, as can 
be observed in both New Orleans and Richmond, Virginia. As someone 
studying to be a teacher, I am interested in educational issues across the 
country, particularly the ways in which education relates to racial and 
economic justice. New Orleans is a prime example of a city that is still 

“Education is the life blood and the death blood of this city.”
-Dr Richard Scharf
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Louisiana, charter school culture has been seen to communicate what behaviors warrant success and ultimately, reinforces 
dominant culture. Specific rules like this one causes students to become ashamed of elements of their minority culture 
because they realize that it is devalued in the larger society. The youth become confused because their culture at home is 
discouraged and in many cases, punished within the school setting. 

A strong critique of the chartering movement is that the Teach for America corps members that were hired do not know 
the community or how to work with the youth in the schools because majority of them have been privileged to attend 
private primary schools then Ivy League colleges due to membership in racial and economical groups. Without cultural 
knowledge there is an even greater divide between teachers and students. An example given by a director was a student 
using slang to refer to a teacher and the teacher feeling disrespected so they wrote a disciplinary report on the child. It 
came to be known that the student was expressing to the teacher that the teacher was being accepted into the student’s 
circle. The cultural misunderstanding caused the child to get suspended and continued the cycle that led to this child 
deciding to drop out and falling through the cracks of the education system. Good intentions are not enough to close the 
achievement gap! This personal experience made me aware of the strong need for well-intentioned adults to understand 
the youth that they are trying to serve if there is going to be hope in disrupting the destructive life trajectory of at-risk 
youth. Youth need mentors in the form of teachers who can comprehend the rationality behind their actions instead of 
only reiterating the youth’s actions seeming irrational to the rest of society.

My thesis analyzes mentoring organizations but also, it is sure to include recommendations for how organizations that 
serve underprivileged youth can improve and better understand the communities they intend to serve. One way to improve 
the Teach for America corps members would be to hire and recruit community members to teach and invest in the youth 
because they know the kids and how to best serve them. There is not only an intersection between race and class but also 

attempting to achieve educational equality. Hearing about this journey was what I learned the most from during my SEEDS 
trip. 

This need for a valuable education was brought up again in our meeting with VAYLA, a youth organizing group in Louisiana. 
VAYLA is strongly opposed to the charter movement that is prevalent in New Orleans. The fact that charter schools cause 
students to attend schools in locations often dislocated from where they actually live and the harsh rules often implemented 
in these schools were a few of the grievances voiced by the VAYLA leaders we met with. Their opinions were very interesting 
especially in light of the fact that Louisiana is often regarded as a prime example in terms of quality charter schools. Our 
conversation with VAYLA also related to Dr. Scharf ’s comments about education. Schooling was a main concern for this 
group because they understood the impact that a decent education can have both on the individual and on the larger 
community. 

Hearing about the education system in New Orleans was a truly transformative experience for me. It proved the importance 
of being involved in the education field, as it is equal access to education that can either direct or derail the course of a city. It 
made me even more steadfast in my plans for becoming a teacher and allowed for me to become more passionate about 
working to make our educational system equitable for all students. 



Keeper of the Mountains
by pippa carey ’15

The 50-acre piece of land atop Kayford Mountain belonged to a man named Larry Gibson. It 
was his mission to protect his family’s land from the mountain top removal industry. Even 
though Larry has passed on, the Keeper of the Mountain Foundation continues to ensure the 
preservation of the mountain. Kayford used to be the lowest point in the region but now it is 
the highest point. It is now surrounded by destroyed mountains whose tops have been blown 
off and dumped into the valleys below. The grey sky above us seemed to be an ominous 
reflection of the destruction that we beheld below. 

We met with Elise, one of the directors of the Keepers of the Mountain Foundation and she 
guided us on a tour of the mountain. She gave us a peek at a neighboring mountain top 
removal site.  We had just seen the beautiful valleys, streams, and life that filled one side of 
the mountain and then we saw large machinery that made a full size school bus look like a 
bath tub top hauling away tons of coal from a site where vegetation and wild life once 
flourished. There are two things that Elise told us that still reverberate 

within me. The first is to always be a critical consumer of 
information. We were all on that mountain listening to her tell 
the story of the neighboring mountain and how bad mountain 
top removal is for the environment and the surrounding 
communities. She reminded us that we have a choice to take 
what she says as the whole truth or we can use her tour as an 
inspiration to do our own research to inform ourselves more 
about the mining situation in West Virginia.  As college 
students we often seek to be more involved on our campuses an 
in our communities and Elise reminded us that we should not 
bandwagon a cause that sounds good or evokes strong emotions 
with us. The best thing we can do to support any cause is to 
educate ourselves about the issues before we take action. This 
will enable us to determine the best ways to get involved and 
devise the best strategies for moving forward. 

Another important message that I took away from Elise and 
the Keepers of the Mountain is the importance of sharing 
stories. All week, people in these communities have been 
sharing their stories with us. This is probably because few 
others bother to listen. As people with firsthand experience 
with these communities, it is now our responsibility to share 
these stories and to tell others about what we have seen. We 
must share stories not only about the destruction that is 
happening and the state of the healthcare and educational 

systems but we must also share stories of the warmth and openness 
of the people there. The sense of community and responsibility for 
each other was clearly evident. The people that live in these 
communities are aware of all of the issues that exist but they 
continue their daily pursuits with the hope of a better future. 

I really enjoyed how frank Elise was with us. She really knew how to 
make her case responsibly and tried to urge us to be aware of our 
roles as stakeholders in relation to the coal industry in West 
Virginia.  My time in McDowell County and the other areas that we 
visited really brought new insight on how my decisions, even the 
seemingly insignificant ones, can affect change elsewhere. I hope 
that the lessons learned on top of Kayford Mountain will always 
remain with me.  
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What’s in a Name? by Wesley Meredith ’15

Stepping back onto Louisiana soil caused quite the field day of emotions for 
me; I was happy to return, nervous to be partially in charge of about 20 
students, and excited to engage in some service and dialogue. 

Throughout the week each conversation, be they a structured part of our 
itinerary or a spontaneous interaction with a community member, caused 
me to deeply investigate my understanding of identity as a definable noun, 
but more importantly as an instrument through which one navigates and 
interprets their life. As a person who studies social movements, and an 
activist the general concept of an identity plucks my interest. Communities 
are forged through common experiences and the collective struggles and 
nuances of humanity for these people. In Louisiana, however, identity 
becomes something even more complicated and convoluted. 
In the bayous of Dulac, SEEDS has been working with the Houma Nation for some 8 years. As a federally unrecognized 
Native American tribe, there are already interesting nuances surrounding this community’s identity. For over 30 years the tribe 
has been working towards gaining the federal recognition that was denied them previously, and since the arc of colonialism 
plagued this continent, the Houma Nation has been consistently and unapologetically denied this right. I began to meditate 
on how one could possibly live under the collective memory and continuing reality of absolute denial of your people’s 
existence. As a queer person I’ve faced oppression by my government based on my identity, however I’ve never been 
categorically dismissed and overlooked as a member of a community. 

Interestingly, the French government does recognize the Houma Nation because they speak a dialect of French, hearkening 
back to their early relationship with French settlers in the Louisiana area. The former Principal Chief of the Houma Nation, 
Brenda, expressed her personal exhaustion and sadness, saying, “the French government recognizes us, but our own 
government does not.” It appears the Houma Nation’s identity becomes further fragmented, assuming different degrees of 
acknowledgment based on which governmental set of eyes were upon them. I think of W.E.B. DuBois and the concept of 
“double consciousness,” in which a marginalized community (for DuBois, people of color) live as two separate existences, 
conscious of being American, while another navigates the drastically different reality of the marginalized, black experience. In 
similar ways, the Houma Nation navigates their collective life under so many fragments—an unrecognized tribe, a recognized 
tribe, people of southern Louisiana, and people of the Bayou.

As our service in Dulac began to reach a close, one of our community resources, Jon, offered to take us onto the water with 
his boat. Here I gained insight on how the water and the fishing lifestyle so deeply inform the Houma Nation’s identity. Never 
before had I seen Jon so animated, in his element and discussing the processes one goes through to get their ship into the 
water to fish. Brenda also mentioned the story of her father, a fisherman for nearly all his life until shortly after the BP oil 
spill. When the possibility of feeding loved ones polluted seafood became a concern, he stopped going onto the water, and has 
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not been since. Brenda’s father is a fisherman and she commented, “that’d be the 
second thing he’d say about himself ”. The water not only sustains the Houma 
Nation’s livelihood, it also symbolizes their tribe’s insignia, the crawfish. 

With the BP oil spill, this livelihood and cultural hotspot became polluted and 
off-limits. The government once again showed the Houma Nation that their 
identity was rendered nonexistent. Lobbyists, legislators, and bureaucracy 
prevented the folks from receiving appropriate compensation or resources post-
spill. The Houma people were kept from their waters; unable to engage in the act 
that so many of them considered a part of their identity; their land and waters 
controlled by Big Oil and congress-people with their pocketbooks in mind. Life 
and livelihood for the Houma Nation are in the hands of a federal government 
that regularly reminds them that they have no legitimacy; that the pre-colonial 
culture and history that has existed in southern Louisiana is delegitimized by the 
white, colonial regime. 

Despite the many ways in which the Houma Nation is consistently disregarded by 
the federal government, they are such a resilient community. I continue to be 
amazed by the passion and commitment folks like Brenda and Jon have to serving 
their community. Returning for my second year, I left even more inspired, 
knowing that what the community members spoke to my first year were 
progressing and growing.



Community. Reflection. Hope.
by Jessica Sakamoto ’15

Community. Reflection. Hope. If I could summarize my West Virginia SEEDS experience in three words, these words 
would be my selection. Although there may be no formula for so-called “economic development” or undisputed progress, I 
believe that these three elements are crucial, if not essential  for sustainable change in areas such as McDowell County. 
While I have come back to the Richmond campus with more questions than answers, nevertheless, learning about service 
through a hands-on experience has enriched my perspective that I hope can contribute to problem solving on a policy 
making scale. One particular question I had been contemplating prior to the SEEDS trip was: “How to help without 
hurting.” This question can easily become a scholarly type question that is susceptible to an over-reliance on theoretical 
discussions and models, and yet policies to adjust the issue at hand require the academic literature and research. I wanted to 
know how effective and sustainable policies that relied heavily on the academics was in communities such as McDowell 
county. This was my mindset before departing for West Virginia. 

Community. The intensity of the bond within the 
McDowell County was truly admirable and evident through 
our interactions with the wonderful people we encountered 
at the Big Creek People In Action community center. The 
quote above is a memorable excerpt from one of the 
evenings with Marsha who blessed us with her stories. The 
time our group spent with Marsha and Scottie was truly a 
learning experience during which they patiently and 
enthusiastically answered all our questions with topics 
ranging from the coal mine industry, welfare in the county, 
drug issues and future solutions for the seemingly 
overwhelming problems. I often found myself frustrated at 
the discrepancy between governmental policies and the 
realities we encountered: the dysfunctional welfare system, 
the destruction brought about by drugs, and the lack of 

governmental environmental concern. However, hearing these passionate people share their stories and concern for their 
community was enlightening and surprisingly uplifting, that which reaffirmed the essential role of the community in 
solutions to bring about change. Following our Q&A times with Marsha and Scottie, the various discussions that took place 
among the SEEDS group seemed to revolve around the power and insight that the community possesses and the potential 
for change from within. 

Reflection. This played such a pivotal  role in our SEEDS trip. Individual, one-to-one, and group reflections took place 
throughout the week, and I believe these are what made the experience so much more meaningful and even 
transformational. Furthermore, it was processing what we saw and heard when intellectual and creative fusions of our diverse 
ideas and insights would occur. While we may still not have enough insight just yet, it was encouraging to witness potential 
for change and community building through reflecting with each other. And perhaps, this element of reflecting and learning 
through such a perspective is needed to a greater degree on a macro scale of government policies and action. 

Hope. As my opening quote from Marsha reveals, the hope that has developed and survived in McDowell County was 
powerfully inspiring and motivating. Contrasting to what meets the eye as one drives into the heart of West Virginia, the 
warmth and determination of the handful of people we had the opportunity to interact with is something difficult to plan 
and analyze in the realm of policy, and yet I believe to be essential. Moreover, this is something that is sustained from within. 
While I still would like to think that there is a role for “external” support (as opposed to intervention), SEEDS has shown me 
the power of community and importance of contributing to the hope that already exists within a community. And as Marsha 
would say in her no-nonsense, gentle way, “We do not have any outsiders; we have guests”; as very warmly received guests and 
now members of the SEEDS community, our responsibility is to keep this shared hope alive by telling their stories 
interwoven with our reflections.
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“We don’t have much but we have community {...} its not just hopelessness. We have faith and we keep on...”
- Marsha Timpson     



Southside Visit by Rebecca Nguyen ’17

After visiting rural areas in McDowell and Lincoln counties, SEEDS members were able to immerse themselves urban 
Charleston, West Virginia. The majority of the week was spent learning about the dynamics of small town communities, 
such as the town of War, which only has about 900 residents. Therefore, the trip into the largest city in West Virginia, 
Charleston, gave a glimpse of the quality of life in urban West Virginia. SEEDS members travelled to Charleston to assist in 
an after-school mentoring program for K-8 school students. The visit was also the first time members were able to directly 
interact with younger community members instead of adults. 

In Lincoln County, several community members brought up the troubling state of the education system. Specifically, we 
learned how too often schools in the poorer counties lack the resources to properly prepare students. Only an incredibly 
small minority of students finish college. From community member testimonials, the  curriculum in public schools seems 
to be very lacking. One community member told us how his son, a high school student, was never assigned homework, and 
how students spend a great portion of class time watching movies instead of learning. The majority of students score below 
proficiency on standardized tests and a lack of funding has caused many schools to close. Many students graduate without 
learning spelling or algebra. 

Luckily, supplemental after school programs have shown to 
be necessary and beneficial for the students who attend 
these schools and need further support. Although there are 
not enough programs to accommodate every student at the 
school, some students in Southside Charleston have an 
af te r- schoo l program where they rece ive more 
individualized attention. Each member of SEEDS who 
visited the school worked one on one with a student, 
helping them complete their homework before working on 
a group project. The students were exceedingly energetic, 
friendly, and welcomed spending time with us. Many of 
them had hopes for the future including becoming a police 
officer or teacher. However, we also learned that many of 
them had never left Charleston and that they had not been 
exposed to many other cultures. It was interesting to hear the perspective of the young West Virginians and how they 
viewed their world. Most seem content with their lives and did not talk with us about the issues in their community. 

Working with the students helped SEEDS members further realize how fortunate we are as students at UR. With abundant 
resources, at times we take our privilege for granted while there are so many students who are deprived of opportunity. The 
homework help we gave the students may not have a lasting impact on them, but the lessons we learned from the students 
while visiting West Virginia will have a lasting impact on our understanding of educational inequality. 

Finding Motivation in Louisiana
by stewart wesley ’14

There is far too much to write about. Let that be the first thing that I acknowledge. 
To write about the changes I have been through, the people I have gotten to know, 
the multi-faceted problems we encountered, and the places we visited would take 
one hundred pages to recount. It wasn't all pleasant, but I would not change any of 
it. 

Let me follow up by saying that I am often tired. I almost never have enough sleep 
and I slog through my days just thinking about the ways I can make it back into my 
bed. On this trip, I was many things. I was happy. I was furious. I was sad. I was 
hopeless. I was motivated. I was wrong. I was grateful. But I was not tired. I want 
to explain where this energy came from, if I can.

A lot of this newfound energy came from the community members we met in Dulac 
and New Orleans. There was a point in conversation when the timbre of the voice 
of the speaker would change. With Brenda, John, and Ruth this was true. Brenda's 
father cried for the first time when he walked out of the BP reimbursement office 
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by neal peterson ’15

after losing his ability to be a fisherman. He had lost his 
livelihood and entire way of life and BP just wrote him a 
check. How can a daughter tell this story without her voice 
shaking with sadness and anger? John, one of the most 
mild -mannered people I have ever met, became 
impassioned when talking about the injustices the Houma 
nation had endured while trying to be federally recognized. 
Ruth's voice trembled when she spoke about the racism she 
had witnessed and been a victim of. You could hear it in 
their voices. And then you could see it in their eyes. 
Looking into their eyes you could see the cumulative sum 
of a l l of their pa in and strength. So much was 
communicated there that words cannot not express. This 
made my heart and mind race. Even now, when I think of 
these conversations I feel it in my chest and my eyes burn.

The rest of the energy came from the group of people 
whom I shared these experiences with. You all made the 

trip fun and thoughtful and helped me learn a great deal. I 
found myself humbled in my own thoughts and opinions. I 
felt comfortable being myself. I heard whispers of myself in 
your reflections and learned how similar we are. I heard you 
speak about issues I do not fully understand and might 
never be able to. Getting to know you all has been a 
wonderful experience and our discussions set fire to my 
inner thoughts and feelings. 

Now, as I return to my normal schedule, I find myself 
searching for these sources of energy and motivation. I am 
searching for reminders of true purpose and for a 
community to pursue it with. I hope that we will stay 
connected and continue the dialogues that we have started. 
More than anything, I hope that I do not forget this 
experience and what I have learned about the kind of life I 
want to live. 

A Tale of Two Cities

The SEEDS group heard multiple times that New Orleans is ‘a 
tale of two cities,’ an allusion to the pervasive disparity in the 
wealth and agency of its citizens. To some, disparity is merely an 
unfortunate side effect of a well-functioning capitalist society; 
that there will always be “big winners, survivors, and some 
victims.” The general lack of compassion in this idea has never 
sat completely well with me, though it was easier to overlook on 
the relatively homogenous UR campus. Throughout our trip, 

though, I have come to realize that disparity is a problem rooted in human rights, rather than an economically justified 
inconvenience. It is incredibly charged and has no simple solution.

Many of my most salient observations of disparity happened through our work with the Welfare Rights Organization in New 
Orleans, which supports people transitioning from the use of financial assistance to complete independence, while demanding 
respect for a" human beings. Upon our arrival, Viola, the incredibly dedicated and welcoming director of WRO, explained that 
they work toward these goals primarily through community discussions, training programs and policy advocacy. Before 
working on our service project, we were challenged to think about why there are obstacles to equity and justice, especially 
those regarding race.

We collectively acknowledged that racism has by no means been eliminated, but has become less about personal attacks 
against groups (though they still exist) and more institutionalized. For example, there are many policies, such as those 
regarding education, health, insurance, and housing, that disproportionately affect areas or groups that are largely aligned by 
race. Since Hurricane Katrina, education in New Orleans has been especially contentious, as there is huge variation in quality 
by region (and specific charter school).

Though some of these policies may not be intentionally racist, the fact that they exist has huge implications for our society. 
Does so-called ‘social mobility’ even exist if the institutions that are meant to foster it are inherently discriminatory? Through 
our conversations and observations, it has become clear to me that social mobility is severely limited in New Orleans. We 
cannot, in good conscience, discount any human as a “victim” or “survivor” of capitalism without making sure that everyone 
has a fair chance to succeed.

A world without disparity would be a utopia, and as Dr. Paul Farmer said, “most of us know that we live in a dystopia. But all 
of us carry somewhere within us the belief that moving away from dystopia moves us towards something better and more 
humane.” I see us moving toward this vision due to the work of Viola and the WRO. They have accomplished great things in 
the ways of individual and community empowerment, and inspired groups like SEEDS to be cognizant of institutionalized 
racism, disparity, and always, the dignity of each human being. 
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From Richmond to Rockaway: An Alumna Reflection
by Katherine Schmidt ’12

When I was invited to write about the ways that SEEDS has informed my life as an alumnus, I was overwhelmed by the 
number of things I wanted to share. Broadly, my time with SEEDS shaped the way I read humanity, inequality, and my 
perception of the need for justice and compassion in our world. More concretely, SEEDS drove my professional interest in 
the field of higher education. A few months after graduation, I began working at a small liberal arts college in lower 
Manhattan, called Eugene Lang College. As a staff member in the college’s Office of Civic Engagement and Social Justice, 
much of my work felt, and still feels, like a full-time job with SEEDS. Using many of the reflections and strategies I learned 
from my time with SEEDS, I design and manage student programs that explore issues of social justice on campus, in New 
York City, and beyond. 
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I didn’t fully appreciate just how SEEDS-like my 
job could become until Hurricane Sandy hit the 
East Coast in late October of 2012. As the storm 
surge reached 13 feet in some areas of New York 
City, many people became stranded in their 
homes and their apartments. Subway tunnels 
flooded, homes were destroyed, and electricity 
was wiped out in huge swaths of the city. 

The effects of the storm were further dramatized 
by decades of human intervention in the City’s 
geography. In the past 400 years, marshland, 
natural canals , and coastl ines have been 
artificially transformed to accommodate New 
York City’s ever-growing population. Because of 
this, land along the coastal and riverbank areas 
contains a great deal of housing that is 

precariously situated on natural flood zones. Like many other urban areas, New York City has historically pushed 
marginalized and vulnerable communities to these unstable stretches of land; notably through practices in redlining and in 
construction of public housing and elder care facilities. Unlike the resource-rich areas of Manhattan and Brooklyn, 
electricity, public transportation, and basic infrastructure would not be restored in some disenfranchised communities for 
weeks or months to come. 

While most businesses and schools in Manhattan reopened after a week of being closed, it was clear that affected 
neighborhoods in Brooklyn, Queens, and Staten Island needed more resources and assistance to recover.  With the support 
of my supervisor (and former CCE employee!), Judy Pryor-Ramirez, I began planning an alternative spring break to support 
Hurricane Sandy recovery efforts in the outer boroughs. Using SEEDS’s pedagogy and ethical framework for exploring 
issues of inequality and disaster management, I created a spring break program with attention to the following goals:

‣ Sustainable, long-term investment in a community and its people

‣ Activism with attention to community-identified needs

‣ Emphasis on student ownership of the experience

‣ Critical reflection on issues of race, class, access, and representation in disaster management work

Five months after the storm, a group of 11 students and 3 university staff members departed for our Alternative Break trip in 
Rockaway Park, Queens. The Rockaway peninsula is a narrow strip of land that stretches across Jamaica Bay and the 
Atlantic Ocean. At it’s most narrow width, the peninsula is only 4 city blocks wide. During Hurricane Sandy, the ocean 
washed over the Rockaways and into Jamaica Bay, damaging nearly every business, school, and residence on the entire 
peninsula. With limited options for transportation and housing, our spring break group took a ferry each morning and 
evening to and from the community in which we worked. During the day, we scrubbed mold off of water-damaged home 
interiors, following a special mold remediation process, which is a necessary initial step in the home rebuilding process. 
After working on-site, we would gather on campus for a dinner and group reflection. Collectively, we were shocked by the 
lack of infrastructure and access to resources that the Rockaways were struggling with five months after the storm. 
Rockaway Park felt deserted, with few people living in their homes and almost no businesses open. In the absence of 
regular reporting on the issue, the needs of the Rockaways had been rendered invisible to most people outside of the 



Moving beyond the kind, forgiving 
walls that the world of academia 
surrounds its charges with, to the so-
called “real world” is a transition 
marked by many great, instructive 
changes : In co l l ege I accr ued 
theoret ica l knowledge o f how 
socioeconomic determinants of health 
can create a powerful poverty trap, 
how extractive industries can create a 
mono-economy that sustains that trap, 
and how an individual can ignite 
communal change and promote 
healthier lifestyles from the bottom-
up. Through SEEDS and our travels 
throughout West Virginia, (as a 
participant and again as a leader), I 
saw these things first-hand, rounding 
out this notional classroom knowledge 
in a way that made me think that 
maybe I had gained an insightful leg 
up into the working world; I would 
leave college, the theoretical, behind 
and leap into the real world, putting to 
use these tools I’d been given by 
talented, intelligent teachers, and 
amazing adventures like SEEDS.  

What really happened was of course 
different in many ways, (which I know 
is a totally universal post-collegiate 
experience). I discovered that even 
extremely small, well-meaning non-
profits seldom avoid the trap of 
bureaucratic inefficiency. That even 
the most intentionally designed and 
thorough of projects can end in failure, 

(or at least take you in a wildly 
different direction than you had 
envisioned). That you can’t make 
people want to change their lifestyles, 
or force them to care about their 
community in the exact way that you’d 
like them to.  These difficult lessons 
and failures are certainly not pleasant, 
but all the same they have proven to 
be singularly necessary for forming a 
more realistic picture of how things 
work in the realms of non-profit work, 
public health improvement, and 
community building.

Some harsh lessons are inevitable, but, 
(in many ways that I am only now fully 
realizing), the life-changing people and 
places that I encountered through 
SEEDS allowed me to avoid several of 
the pitfalls lurking in wait for you in 
th i s l ine o f work .  Even more 
importantly perhaps, it gave me the 
tools to understand the mistakes that I 
did make, and to learn and grow from 
them. I have no doubt in my mind that 
I wi l l make many more while I 
continue on this path to try and 
support sustainable community health 

neighborhood. In so many ways, I was reminded of the communities SEEDS has worked with in the Lower Ninth Ward and 
Dulac. 

Just last week, I returned from our second annual spring break trip to Rockaway Park. It is affirming and empowering to see 
the many positive changes that have happened in the community in the last year. Schools have reopened, restaurants have 
returned, and slowly, as people are able, they are moving into their rebuilt homes and apartments. While these developments 
are encouraging, a great deal of work remains. As SEEDS has committed to communities in Louisiana and West Virginia for 
many years, it is my hope that we can return to Rockaway Park for many spring breaks to come. My time with SEEDS made 
me a better program designer, academic, and activist, and I feel lucky and joyful every day that I get to connect these passions 
with my professional work. Thank you, SEEDS folks, for giving me the opportunity to reflect on my experiences, and for 
being a continued source of hope and inspiration.

The Inedible Impact of SEEDS: 
Lessons Unfold in the ‘Real World’

by Liz Brunello ’13
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improvement in West Virginia, but by holding the spirit of The SEEDS Project 
in my heart and mind, I know how to use these faults to improve and carry on. 

In SEEDS, participants don’t receive easy answers, or the simple feeling of self-
satisfaction after a job well done and a hard days work; they don’t end their 
week of service and reflection thinking about how glad they are they could help 
people during their spring break. Instead, they learn to question everything, and to 
always be curious. They learn that there is an endless array of perspectives and 
opinions on every issue, (even the ones that initially seemed so black and white), 
and that there will always be winners and losers in every fight. They learn that 
their role as a student is to listen, think, and talk with one another, especially 
when the topic is hard to understand or agree upon. The greatest gift that they 
can bring to the communities that they visit is the promise to not only listen to 
the stories told, but to carry them home and keep them alive. 

I thought that I realized the full power of SEEDS as a participant, and then 
revised that thought as a trip leader when I got to experience the trip through 
both old and new eyes. Now, I’m making another revision: The SEEDS Project 
stands alone as an example of what open hearts and minds, intentional design, 
and constant reflection can do for young, caring people trying to figure out how 
they can best improve the world. SEEDS continues to be the most important 
part of my college experience, and I am proud and touched to share that feeling 
with so many others. Carry on my friends!

Thank you for reading!

Page 36




