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Who are we? 
The SEEDS Project is a 

student-run organization at 
the University of Rich-
mond. We exist to work 
alongside marginalized 
communities and examine 
the complexities of Ameri-
can society in order to en-
courage a deeper under-
standing of the role of ser-
vice both locally and na-
tionally. 

What do we do? 
Through our programs, 

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

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

This year, we returned 
for the sixth time to the 
Gulf Region with the theme 
of “Origins.” 

Through this lens, we 
considered the legacy of 
past actions that continue to 
influence Native American, 
white and African Ameri-
can communities in Louisi-
ana. We spent three nights 
sleeping on the floor of a 
Native American commu-
nity center in Dulac, a town 
just south of Houma. Then, 
we spent Fat Tuesday in 
New Orleans, a city com-
pletely transformed by 
Mardi Gras celebrations. 
Finally, we spent the re-
maining three nights of our 
trip at The Ninth Ward Vil-
lage, a community center in 
the Lower Ninth Ward. 

What is this journal? 
On the final day of the 

trip, we took a few hours to 
write and record our 
thoughts from the week. 
This document is the result 
of our reflections through-

out the week as recorded on 
that last day. 

“On Learning, Service 
and Leadership” is the in-
augural issue of what we 
plan to  develop into a stu-
dent-led undergraduate 
research journal at the Uni-
versity of Richmond. 

The purpose of this jour-
nal is to share what we 
have learned and to invite 
others into our conversation 
as we consider our role as 
socially engaged college 
students. 

The journal is divided 
into themes and places. The 
places are not merely geo-
graphic, but instead they 
represent both temporal and 
permanent lived experi-
ences in Louisiana.  

We are excited to share 
the stories, photos and re-
flections contained within 
this document. These are 
stories that deserve to be 
told. 

Sincerely, 

The SEEDS Project 
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ment of New Orleans, to bring topics of 
class discussions and books to life, and 
to learn about a different culture and part 
of the country. Despite doubts we had 
before the trip of our ability to make 
valuable contributions, our diverse inter-
ests allowed us to come together and 
learn an incredible amount about our-
selves, each other, and the people of 
southern Louisiana. 

 The SEEDS 
Project is the only 
student-run learning 
service organization 
on campus. This gives 
its members a unique 
sense of pride and 
ownership in what we 
have accomplished 
and what we are capa-
ble of doing. Reflect-
ing on possible new 
directions for the 

SEEDS Project brought out an intense 
desire for expansion of the organization. 
We want the passion we have for the 
issues we have learned about to infuse 
the rest of the Richmond community. 
Future SEEDS projects may include 
expanding to other locations across the 
country and world that have intercon-
nected issues and would benefit from the 
perspective of learning service. 

There were several components to our 
learning service on this trip: the work we 
put into gutting a house, painting a deck, 
and working in an urban farm; the outlet 
we provided for the people who gener-
ously shared their stories with us; the 
experiences we shared with the Rich-
mond community once we returned 
home. Each was an important aspect of 
our work. This trip was the first learning 

service experience for many members of 
SEEDS. Most people expressed a desire 
to incorporate learning service into their 
future educational and broader life plans. 

Each member of the SEEDS team had 
a different reason for going on the trip: 
to add purpose to a life of schoolwork 
and sports, to become part of a commu-
nity of engaged peers, to replicate the 
experience of a positive fall break trip, to 
learn about the geography and environ-
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Monday night’s reflection gave every-
one an opportunity to sort through the 
overwhelming stories and sights we had 
witnessed in the first part of the week 
and prepared us to embark on the second 
part of our journey. We started the re-
flection by dis-
cussing the 
meaning of 
learning service. 
Learning service 
goes beyond 
helping people in 
need. It involves 
an openness of 
heart and mind 
that allows us to 
form a relation-
ship with others. 
To be a part of 
learning service, we welcome the risk to 
be changed by the people we meet and 
with whom we serve. These experiences 
challenge our perspectives. We are lucky 
to realize that in learning service, we 
take much more than we can give, but 
what we give is not insignificant. Our 
presence may not solve the problems of 
those facing insurmountable circum-
stances, but our compassion gives hope 
and strength of spirit. 

On Learning Service: Planting the SEEDS 

“Learning service goes beyond helping people in need. It 

involves an openness of heart and mind that allows us to 

form a relationship with others. To be a part of learning 

service, we welcome the risk of being changed by the 

people we meet and with whom we serve.” 
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We all know about Native Americans. 
We were taught in elementary school about 
colonization and how they are indigenous to 
what we now know as America. We learned 
a little more in junior high and high school 
about the injustice of how we took the land 
they called their home. But how did we 
learn what they were really like?  What was 
their culture like?  We saw pictures of 
teepees and wigwams, bows and arrows, 
and rituals like powwows.  We saw movies 
depicting Native savagery and Indian tradi-
tion slowly ceasing to exist under the pres-
sures of ‘modern’ civilization.  How much 
of this rings true? Before starting our trek to 
New Orleans for the SEEDS project I took a 
Native American Religions and a Native 
American Literature course. These have 
reconstructed my idea of our indigenous 
people.  They have challenged typical 
stereotypes and exposed first hand accounts 
of past struggles, as well as personal narra-
tives of the issues they face today. When I 
saw on the itinerary that we would stay on a 
Native American Reservation, I was espe-
cially excited to explore the issues I had 
discussed in class.  We stayed with the 
United Houma Nation at the Dulac Com-
munity Center. Here, I wanted to investigate 
what is it that is true in the Native American 
stereotypes and how their culture has 
evolved while living outside of ‘modern’ 
society.   

One of the first things people think of 
when they hear the words Native American 
is their spiritual connection with the land. 
When they think of this, however, it’s usu-
ally lacking a truly empathetic understand-
ing. Most of us would have to take on a 
lifestyle transformation in order to compre-
hend the connection that the Native Ameri-
cans have tried to preserve. Though the 
Houma people seem to have originated in 
Louisiana, they have continually been 
pushed South. Despite efforts to move 
North in 1836, the threat stemming from the 
Trail of Tears removal pushed them even 

United Houma Nation, LA 

farther towards the Gulf of Mexico. As they 
have migrated South, the Houma people 
have dealt with land speculators and oil 
prospectors exploiting their resources that 
are richly embedded in the Southern soil. 

Our group was lucky enough to talk to a 
previous Houma tribe leader.  She led for 
thirteen years and has been incredibly active 
on a local and national scale.  She explained 
how important fishing has been to the way 
of life of their people. They have lived along 
the Gulf for centuries, which means that 
generations of Houma have raised their 
children on the Bayou. They have such a 
strong connection with this land because it 
is where they have always lived and they 
appreciate what resources it has provided 
them so to continue living there. Not only 
has this community dealt with land exploita-
tion from outside communities, but now 
they have had multiple devastating Hurri-
canes as well as the oil spill that has only 
worsened their struggles. 

There are often two common stereotypes 
for Native Americans; the vanishing Indian 
and the Savage. They are sometimes seen as 

the fading civilization whose traditions and 
customs are soon to be extinct and are often 
taken to be savages, a brutish people who 
cannot function in modern society. For the 
Houma Nation, the hurricanes and oil spill 
have actually contributed to the Vanishing 
Indian stereotype. It becomes harder and 
harder to keep their traditional spirit alive 
when they continually face the destruction 
of their home. The Houma people also face 
a common problem for tribes across the 
country: they cannot gain federal recogni-
tion. When talking to them, however, they 
proudly assured us that they do not need 
federal recognition to know that they are 
Houma and that they will remain a united 
tribe. They have tried for thirty years to gain 
recognition, but not to prove their authentic-
ity.  They want it more-so for the struggle of 
their ancestors who were lied to when sign-
ing treaties and were not allowed in public 
schooling until 1964. They want it in honor 
of those who kept their Houma spirit alive. 

As for the ‘Savage Indian’, not only is it 
outdated, but it was not true for the Houma 
throughout their past in the first place. The 

(Continued on page 6) 

A house overshadowed by  trees near the Dulac Community Center in rural South Louisiana 

Perceptions and Realities of the First Peoples 
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Fighting for the Recognition of the United Houma Nation 

Houma have had generally peaceful rela-
tions with French, Spanish and Acadian 
settlers. Their language is considered 
Houma-French from the influence of 
French colonist relations. They have and 
still today remain a Matriarchal community. 
There are more tribes than you may guess 
that have female chiefs. This was typical for 
tribes when men spent long hours away 
from the central community to hunt and fish 
because the women stayed closer to their 
homes and had the means to take care of the 
community. What is especially interesting 
with the Houma Nation is that they have 
had both female and male chiefs. They are 
proud to be able to successfully uphold this 
system. They have also proved to be well-
organized tribe on a massive scale. With 
17,000 members, the United Houma Nation 
has formed multiple branches within their 
tribe, each with their own leaders. Unable to 
acquire a single plot of land large enough 
for the entire tribe, they have been forced to 
disperse. The leaders of each branch con-
tinually meet to keep the tribe united: a feat 
that has historically been unsuccessful for 
many. I think what most defines their ability 
to coexist is the tension within the tribe 
between the fishing and oil industries after 
the oil spill. A good portion of their tribe is 
continuing what work they have left in com-
mercial fishing, while others have had sub-
stantial careers in the oil industry.  With the 
recent oil spill, the tension we hear on the 
news between these two industries has only 

been intensified in this community. The 
Houma, however, are a civilized people and 
because they are all proud to call themselves 
Houma, they continue their peaceful coexis-
tence.   

A big contributor to this unity is due to 
the efforts to preserve Houma tradition. One 
thing that most people fail to acknowledge 
with Native American culture is that tradi-
tion is always changing. When outdated 
practices and stories are published, they 
become semi-permanent because the major-
ity of readers believe that Native American 
tradition is the same as it was centuries ago. 
The Houma, like most Native American 
tribes, was influenced by Christian mission-
aries. They still keep elements of their tradi-
tional religious practices, but they have also 
adopted some Christian-influenced practices 
as well. This does not mean that they no 
longer follow Houma religious beliefs. In-
stead, it means that the Houma were able to 
synchronize elements from both their back-
ground and the background of the settlers 
around them to fit their own spiritual needs. 
The Houma people also engage in modern 
entertainment and employment, just as you 
and I do. Their houses look almost no dif-
ferent from others in Southern Louisiana, 
but they still may have traditional moss 
dolls or palmetto-woven baskets inside to 
honor their Houma traditions. At the 
Houma community center they organized a 
summer camp to teach traditional dances, 
crafts, and medicine, while also teaching art, 

math and science. They are always blending 
the old and the new.  

The chief we spoke with told us a story 
that will always remain in my mind. After 
Katrina, a man was evacuated and displaced 
out of the state.  He was an older man and 
had been diagnosed with cancer.  For his 
last days, he wanted nothing more than to 
return home. If you walked down his street, 
it’d be empty.  If you stared down the ghost-
town road, you would see houses that were 
destroyed, roofs were tattered with holes, 
windows and walls broken, and whole 
structures leaning off of their foundation. 
This old man’s family fixed up the house so 
he could return.  Despite his town’s devasta-
tion, this is where he wanted to be before he 
died.  It is hard to imagine why so man 
people want to return when devastation has 
and can hit again.  It is difficult for us to 
understand how the Houma nation can be so 
connected to the land.  

After this trip, however, I feel that am 
beginning to understand. Through service 
learning, we have been exposed to the per-
sonal issues and internal structures that pre-
vent these problems from being solved. The 
SEEDS trip has given me the opportunity to 
see a modern tribe and how they assume 
tradition in our present world. I feel that I 
now have a better understanding of how 
their values have adapted to their present 
needs and why they are so connected to the 
world.  

Dan Hebert 
University of Richmond ‘11 
  

As an American Indian tribe, the 
Houma represents a large amount of mi-
nority groups who live in concentrated 
rural areas. In terms of Indian tribes, the 
Houma Nation is unique in that they are 
not officially recognized by the federal 
government. The lack of recognition am-
plifies the struggle for cultural unity that 
residents of Native American reservations 
experience throughout the country. With-
out defined borders, Houma Nation mem-
bers experience a stronger propensity to 
assimilate into mainstream American soci-
ety. Unity is even more of a struggle due to 

the physical arrangements of the geo-
graphically isolated community. As is the 
case in many rural communities, Houma 
residents live separate and independent 
from one another. Also due to the commu-
nity’s geographic isolation, the infrastruc-
ture is not well-developed, reducing their 
capability to affiliate with each other. 

Largely due to the lack of communal 
unity and the lack of local opportunities, it 
is clear why Houma youth, like so many 
youth in rural communities around the 
country, feel inclined to leave their home-
towns. Even those youth who take full 
advantage of the schools and services and 
go on to college and successful careers, 
few are inclined to return home to better 

their communities. To counteract these 
tendencies, community organizers in the 
Dulac region put on a variety of events and 
activities to restore a sense of cultural pride 
amongst the youth. For example, youth 
participate in a summer camp to learn the 
traditional tribal knowledge of their natural 
surroundings. At an even younger age, 
many youth participate in a club perform-
ing traditional tribal dances.  

With the continuous onslaught of disas-
ter after disaster from Hurricanes Ike and 
Katrina to the BP oil spill, it is clear that a 
strategy of developing young leadership 
committed to the preservation of the 
Houma nation is vital to its future exis-
tence. 
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Friday, March 11, 2011 marks my sev-

enth full day in the state of Louisiana, more 
specifically, New Orleans and the sur-
rounding bayou area. It is hard for me to 
believe that I am currently sitting here and 
writing this reflection when only seven 
days ago I came into this trip knowing 
more or less nothing about anything con-
cerning this part of our country. Seven days 
later, I feel so connected to the NOLA and 
Houma communities, more than I do with 
the Richmond community, as sad as I am 
to admit it. I think the reason for this is the 
fact that I was able to meet, listen to, and 
interact with local people who have inhab-
ited this area for many generations and 
consequently, have planted their culture 
and have endured any problems that have 
accompanied it in this very area. 

The encounter that has affected me the 
most on this trip is that with the Houma 
people. Before this trip, I had never heard 
of the Houma tribe and even when I ar-
rived at the Dulac Community Center, I 
had thought that I was visiting the Dulac 
tribe. Within 48 hours, however, I had 
discovered an entire culture that I had 
never known existed. I had discovered an 
oppressed population that has touched me 
in inexplicable ways. A reason why I feel 
so connected to 
the Houma people 
and their struggles 
is because it is 
mind-blowing to 
me that there 
exists a group of 
people that is 
clearly oppressed 
by the govern-
ment, but is also 
virtually invisible 
to the rest of the 
nation. I cannot 
believe that the 
Houma’s invisible status and completely 
ignored situation exists in modern America 
– do we not pride ourselves in our democ-
racy and in our freedom, so much so that 
we deem it not only acceptable, but honor-
able to force them upon other countries? So 
why is it that we allow such a disconnect in 
our nation’s values to still exist in our own 

backyards? 
How is it 
possible that 
we allow a 
population of 
17,000 people 
to go unrecog-
nized by their 
own govern-
ment in their 
own land? 
Perhaps this is 
another rea-
son why I feel 
so connected 
with the 
Houma strug-
gle for recog-
nition. My 
family is part of the recent wave of immi-
grants to the United States (by recent, I 
mean the immigrant wave that hit 20-40 
years ago during the civil wars and unrest 
in Southeast Asia) and has worked ex-
tremely hard to assimilate into our new 
home, while establishing our unique iden-
tity in and contribution to our community. 
My parents, along with fellow Vietnamese 
immigrants, have worked hard to gain 
recognition and respect for our culture and 
establish a place for our people in Ameri-
can society. Within only a few decades of 
living in this country, I would argue that 

the Vietnamese 
community has 
established a much 
more predominant 
presence in the 
United States than 
the Houma tribe, a 
people who has 
been on this land 
for nearly 300 
years. This correla-
tion between the 
Vietnamese and 
the Houma peoples 
strikes me because 

it makes me think what if my parents and 
the Vietnamese community had failed in 
their quest for recognition? It devastates 
me to even entertain the thought and pains 
me to learn that the Houma people have 
been struggling to earn such recognition for 
so many years.  

It was not until 1948 that the American 

public school system deemed it worthwhile 
to educate the Houma children. Before 
1948, Houma children were not allowed to 
attend public schools for white children, 
and could only attend segregated schools 
for black children if they acknowledged 
that they intermixed with the black com-
munity. By not educating the Houma 
youth, the US government was intention-
ally oppressing a population by forcing 
ignorance upon its people. Furthermore, by 
not educating the Houma children, the US 
government was essentially dooming them 
to a perpetual life of poverty, because with-
out education, how can one escape such a 
life? Is it too daring to say that this situation 
could potentially be declared a cultural 
genocide? By withholding education from 
a group of people, the government is des-
tining them to a lifetime of social inferior-
ity and ignorance, which to me is one of 
the leading contributors to eradicating a 
culture.  

The Houma Nation has struggled with 
this oppression and the hardships that come 
with it for too many years. It is incredible 
how the Houma people and their struggles 
still go unnoticed today. Even those who 
pride themselves in being socially aware, 
like myself, know little or nothing about 
Houma. It may be the case that I really am 
not as socially conscious as I think I am, 
but it still goes to show that before this 
week, one less person was aware of the 
Houma struggle. What will it take for the 
Houma Nation to finally gain official rec-
ognition and consequently, government 
support for its people and culture?  

The Struggle of an Invisible People 

“By withholding education 

from a group of people, the 

government is destining them 

to a lifetime of social 

inferiority and ignorance, 

which to me is one of the 

leading contributors to 

eradicating a culture.” 

The courthouse in Houma, LA surrounded by majestic oaks and public lawns 



V OLUME  1 ,  ISSUE  1  P AGE  8  

Sunny Zhou 
University of Richmond ‘13 
 

Encountering the difficulty the Native 
Americans are experiencing with their 
identities and 
their struggle 
finding a place in 
the government 
shocked me the 
most during the 
trip. Brenda, the 
first of her family 
to have com-
pleted 12th grade, 
said that the 
Houma Nation 
are not even fed-
erally recognized. 
Additionally, 
people are being 
looked down 
upon and treated 
unfairly because 
of their racial 
identities in both 
the educational 
system and politi-
cal system as 
well. Situations 
occurred in the 
past where even a 
local barber re-
fused to give a 
haircut to a Na-
tive American 
simply because of his race. Also, we were 
told that the highest education that Native 
Americans could receive in the past, in the 
state of Louisiana, was 7th grade. Although 
the Gulf area is the region that most of 
Louisiana’s Native Americans live, the 

land property is run by oil companies and 
the local Native Americans have no con-
trol or real access to the land.  

Through listening to people’s stories, 
experiences, conflicted feelings and strug-
gles to fight for their own land I feel that 
all of these problems and challenges that 

Native Americans have to face today 
should be a national concern. The reasons 
for this are more than just ensuring the 
Houma their racial identity. They are about 
the game of politics, major power party, 
and of course the money. Therefore, I 

wonder what would happen if the younger 
generation of Houma people started to 
explore more opportunities for their educa-
tion outside of the state of Louisiana, 
would they be more involved in govern-
ment institutions and could they spread the 

voice of Native 
Americans’ 
problems and 
struggles to-
day? Would it 
solve their 
problems?  

However, the 
Houma people 

today are experiencing a conflict between 
progressive political movements and their 
sentiment to the land and the local commu-
nity. Jamie, the community organizer of 
the Dulac Community Center, informed us 
that most youth today are not willing to go 
to colleges out of state, but are rather stay-

ing in their comfort zone. It is a culture, a 
tradition, a spirit that helps the Native 
American communities survive and grow 
over the years. As a result, it is very diffi-
cult for young adults to even think about 
going to a college where they have no 

connection with the people or land there at 
all.  

The best that we can do is to spread the 
word in our own areas to raise people’s 
awareness about the Houma Nation’s is-
sues, but also keep a constant flow of vol-
unteers to visit them every year. In this 
way, we not only get to know and learn 
about their culture and tradition, but also 
our diversity helps open their eyes and 
minds to a world that is different from 
theirs. During the group reflection, I some-
how came up with a wild idea that perhaps, 
there would be a group of intellectual lead-
ers of Houma people, who will speak up 
and fight for their voice and land, just as 
Dalai Lama gained support and resources 
for Tibet’s conflict with the Chinese cen-
tral government. It is an interesting com-
parison, but it is indeed time to take ac-
tions to fight for the Houma Nation’s voice 
and land.  

“It is a culture, a tradition, a spirit that 

helps the Native American communities 

survive and grow over the years.” 

Houma Nation’s Struggle for their Own Voice and Land 

Woven baskets, dolls, pottery and other traditional Houma crafts collected by Dr. and Mrs. Robichaux 



gift I am determined to share with family and 
friends. As I leave New Orleans John’s face 
and story will forever be engraved in my 
memory. If I could talk with John one last 
time before leaving I would tell him what my 
good friend Cheleah Jackson wrote in a letter 
to him “I can’t do much, but I can speak up 
for you, pray with you, fight alongside you, 
love you, share your burdens, cry your tears, 
yes I’d even do that for you- you would for 
me.” Together we will wipe the tears and 
suffering away and stand against oppression 
and fight this injustice. As Martin Luther 
King Jr. once said, “Injustice anywhere is a 
threat to justice everywhere.” 

*Name changed to protect his privacy 

and is barely able to 
b r e a t h e ?  H o w ? 
Through greed, money, 
and power – three 
words that have shaped 
the actions of man 
throughout time. These 
are the same things that 
have developed our 
healthcare system into 
one of the most unjust 
in the world and the 
same things that influ-
ence the political lead-
ers and officials who 
are meant to protect us 
from harm. As a stu-
dent I have witnessed 
first hand the injustices 
faced by the victims of 
the oil spill, the human 
victims. They have 
been ignored by the 
institutions that were 
put in place to help 
them. They now fight 
to make their stories 
known, to make the US 
population and the 
world acknowledge 
their existence, and 
more importantly their 
suffering. To them the 
actions of our health-
care and political sys-
tems seem to reflect the 
idea that as a human 
being you are only as 
valuable as the money, power, or influence 
that can be obtained from you. If you hold 
none of the three, you do not matter. You are 
disposable.  

The treatment that these people have faced 
threatens the values upon which our country 
was founded. Every citizen has a right to live, 
be free and be happy. No one person is more 
valuable than another, no life is disposable. 
When you have a five-year old grandchild 
begging Santa for the health of his grandpa in 
lieu of any toy or gift, we have to force our-
selves to analyze how our values are warped 
as we grow up in a world full of greed, money 
and power. Participation in the SEEDS pro-
ject has granted me the gift of awareness, a 
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Tragedy is a seven-letter word that sends 
chills down many people’s spines and even 
more tears down people’s faces. When a 
tragedy occurs there are always victims. 
Many of these victims however, get lost 
within the media frenzy and chaos that fol-
lows such an event. It is only when the dust of 
the last news van leaving has cleared that 
these victims are allowed to come forward, 
only then to face an invisible audience. When 
I first heard about the oil spill I was shocked 
and angered at the irresponsibility of the com-
panies that led to such a horrific event. Every 
news special and article I read about the spill 
focused solely on the detrimental and perma-
nent effects it would have on the environment 
and coastal wildlife. Not once was the human 
cost of the spill mentioned nor discussed. The 
people who grew severely ill following the 
spill became the forgotten victims with un-
heard voices.  

It was not until I heard John’s* story that I 
became aware of the human component of the 
event. Listening to his story was a powerful 
and memorable experience. A man who was 
once healthy was now suffering from severe 
respiratory and other bodily complications. 
Doctors have not been willing to provide him 
with a diagnosis or treat his symptoms. Dr. 
Mike has been the only doctor willing to take 
on his case and help him to the best of his 
abilities. John acquired his illness through his 
work in helping clean the spill. His wife, by 
washing and touching his contaminated cloth-
ing has also grown severely ill. Not one cent 
of the $20 billion BP has set aside to compen-
sate the losses experienced by the spill has 
reached their hands. The number of doctors 
and hospitals that have turned them away is 
extensive. All of their lives savings have been 
lost in their efforts to find a doctor who can 
provide them with help in determining the 
cause and cure for their illness. Our healthcare 
system has failed them, our government has 
failed them, and we have failed them.  

How is it possible to ignore the human 
cost of the spill? How can these doctors who 
have taken an oath to serve any and every 
patient needing their care be able to turn away 
a man who is coughing up blood every night 

A boat in rural Louisiana that has been pulled out of the water 

Greed, Money, and Power: The Real Threat to the Houma People 



V OLUME  1 ,  ISSUE  1  P AGE  10  

Strength, Love and the Beauty of a People 
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On Tuesday a group of us went to go 

paint the deck of Peggy & Gilbert. I 
thought we were actually going to paint 
their deck but all we had time to do was 
seal their deck with a can of sealer. What 
was more important than the actual result 
of our handiwork was taking the time to 
help this family and hearing their story. 

The Fungee's are part of the HoumaT-
tribe, they live alongside a small river, in 
a simple house raised on stilts. They 
have chickens, a duck, a goat, cats who 
wander around their large yard. Their 
newly built barn sat in a corner of their 
deck. It looked out of place, but I was 
reminded that this was the kind of life-
style people along the bayou have to 
endure. Having their possessions raised 
on stilts above the water was considered 
fortunate. The yard was spotted with 
puddles of sitting water and although it 
did rain the day before, I cannot imagine 
what it would be like to see water swal-
lowing their house, their land, their peo-
ple. 

Peggy is a wife, a mother, and a 
grandmother. Her son lives to the left 
while her parents live to the right. When 
Brenda spoke of the matriarch society 
within the Houma tribe, I did not have a 
clear image of what that looked like until 
I met Peggy. Peggy exemplifies some of 
the Houma values of life that Brenda, a 
past Houma chief for 12 years, shared 
with us the day before, values such as 
altruism, strength, patience, persistence, 
and humility to list a few. I saw Brenda's 
descriptions of the Houma tribe come to 
life in Peggy, not by anything special she 
did for us that day but by the way she 
lives her life in simplicity. Everyday, she 
lives to take care of what she holds most 
dear to her heart: her family. She shared 
with us, 'I cannot leave my parents, be-
cause they need me, they would have no 
one to go to the store for them or to take 
care of them.' She lives close to her ag-
ing parents and her son and his family so 
that she can also look after them and be 
there to watch over her family. 

During our time of coating and recoat-
ing the deck with sealer, I was blown 

away by their hospitality. Even though it 
was a simple gesture, they opened their 
home to a group of strange college stu-
dents who had just driven up in a sketchy 
white van and to trample through their 
house in muddy shoes. I was the first to 
ask for a bathroom and I remember my 
first encounter with Gilbert, Peggy's 
husband was slightly intimidating. I was 
cautious in opening the screen door, to 
peek inside and ask Gilbert if I could use 
their restroom. He was sitting in a brown 
la-z-boy chair enveloped by a large blan-
ket covering all except his head. Despite 
most of his body was hidden among the 
blanket, one could easily see this man 
was burly and tough. Yet, his kidney 
stone removal, arising failure with his 
other kidney, and his spine problem 
making him unable to walk well, all con-
tributed to his image of helplessness in a 
way that he had no control over. Never-
theless, his warm, open voice invited my 
muddy feet to the floors of the bathroom. 

Gilbert's condition has made it physi-
cally impossible for him to provide for 
his family yet Peggy's strength holds 
them both together. 

 Peggy shared with us a little history 
of her new house and brought out a 
photo album of the remodeling process 
of their new house since their old one 
was destroyed by one of the past hurri-
canes. For some inexplicable reason, she 
and her husband were never able to get a 
trailer home when FEMA were giving 
them out but her parents and her son 
were able to. So they had to live alter-
nately between the two trailers for some 
time until she volunteered with a man 
named, John. When John heard her story 
and realized she did not have a home, he 
gathered some people and they built her 
a new home. Her story reflects the type 
of strength that Dr. Mike had described 
of the Houma people, 'their strength is 
their weakness.' How long would Peggy 
and her husband live without a home if 
someone had not realized they did not 
have one? 

Peggy and Gilbert lead a simple life, 
they live to care for one another, and 
they live next to the land and water 
which are an inseparable part of their 

life. I cannot but help reflect upon their 
natural behavior of hospitality and open-
ness to share their family struggles to 
strangers as a part of the history of the 
Houma people and Native Americans in 
general. How their genuine, inviting 
behavior was the same years ago when 
strange white Europeans came to Amer-
ica. 

When I initially heard that the Houma 
were a matriarchal tribe - it surprised me 
and fascinated me at the same time. How 
much that differed with America's his-
tory of a patriarchal society. However, it 
was not until I met Peggy and her family 
where I also realized though women in 
their society have more respect and 
power, they also have more responsibil-
ity. Peggy's intentional decision to re-
main close to her family demonstrates 
her accountability and dedication to care 
for those who cannot take care of them-
selves. She carries much on her shoul-
ders but she still endures. 

 



Brenda spoke to us about the hurricanes 
that hit her people all over Louisiana. The 
Houma nation consists of 17,000 people 
that live in communities such as Dulac, the 
place where the community center we 
called home for a few days was. She de-
scribed the impact that hit the Houma peo-
ple as devastating in both physical damages 
as well as damages to people’s morale. 
People talked about New Orleans getting hit 
by Katrina, but never really talked about 
other parts of the state that were hit such as 
Dulac and Houma. During Hurricane 
Katrina Brenda told us about the town store 
she had organized to help people acquire 
basic essentials. She mentioned that people 
did not take more than they needed because 
of the sense of the community and honor in 
her people. Brenda and her husband helped 
house many people who lost their homes as 
well as people who were helping in the 
effort to rebuild the areas hit by Katrina. 
Unfortunately Hurricane Rita hit soon after, 
which created similar and even more severe 

Maya Tatro 
University of Richmond ‘13 
  
After waiting for hours for a parade that 

we never got to see I was a little bummed 
that we had to leave to talk about the oil 
spill. I would soon realize that what I 
learned from Dr. Mike, Clayton, and 
Brenda would make a much bigger impact 
on me than any parade could. Brenda, the 
former chief of the United Houma Nation 
for thirteen years, first greeted us in the yard 
while her husband, Dr. Mike Robischeux 
was talking to us about his home and com-
munity and how the oil spill in the Gulf 
affected people and the environment. She 
didn’t know who we were, but immediately 
greeted us with warmth. Brenda took us into 
her meeting room where she began to talk to 
us about the issues that plague the Houma 
people. It wasn’t all negative however, she 
spoke of her people with such love and 
admiration that we could not help feeling 
the same way. 

damage. After Hurricane Rita, Hurricanes 
Gustav and Ike hit and her people almost 
lost hope. She told us how adult men felt so 
destroyed that they were crying to her be-
cause they did not know what to do. 

The question that haunts her and her 
people is why don’t they just leave this 
vulnerable area? Brenda made us under-
stand that their identity is based on their 
land. The Houma people fish and work on 
the oil rigs and have a strong connection to 
the water. Although this might be contradic-
tory because they were pushed back to this 
land by settlers and the oil companies are 
the reason that they can’t fish anymore, all 
these occurrences still make up their iden-
tity. She told us about an old man that was 
dying and wanted to go home to the bayou 
so he could die in peace. He could have 
gone anywhere, but he wanted to be in his 
home even if it was hit by the hurricanes 
and not fully rebuilt or cleaned up. 

Besides telling us anecdotes about her 
people that made us feel connected and 
involved in their plight of the past six years, 
she also told us about the injustices that 
were occurring to her nation. She spoke to 
us about how she walked down the beach 
after one of the hurricanes hit and was so 
upset and angry; she couldn’t contain her 
tears and sadness for what her people were 
going through. While she was walking she 
met a man who said that his summer “camp 
house” wasn’t destroyed and he was so 
ecstatic that the storm wasn’t so bad. She 
wanted to hit him because she was so angry! 
How could he say such a thing when her 
people were drowning under the water of 
the hurricane and their overwhelming sense 
of hopelessness? 

Even before these hurricanes hit and 
destroyed the Houma people’s homes, they 
were still struggling because the American 
government wouldn’t recognize them as a 
Native American tribe. Before their ongoing 
struggle to become federally recognized 
was even on the table, Brenda told us about 
the racism and unfair treatment of the 
Houma people including to herself and her 
family. She was the first person in her fam-
ily to graduate from high school and it was 
not easy for her. She went to school and was 
ridiculed and called terrible things because 

(Continued on page 12) 
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Hurricanes, Oils Spills, and Racism: Fighting for a Home for Houma 
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The Lower 9th Ward was the area most 
affected by the flooding, and most neglected 
after the flooding, caused by Hurricane 
Katrina. After visiting the area, and touring 
the city, we found that it is also where the 
least amount of repair has taken place. The 
Lower 9th Ward, nearly six years after the 
hurricane, is still lacking infrastructure. Infra-
structure is defined as “A collective term for 
the subordinate parts of an undertaking; sub-
structure, foundation.” (Infrastructure [Def. 
1]. (1989). In Oxford University Press 
(Second ed.). Retrieved March  15, 2011. 

Therefore, infrastructure refers to both 
organizational and physical needs of an area 
to make the economy function; without it, 
the community cannot thrive. Infrastructure 
has been developed in all areas that surround 
the Lower 9th Ward community, even in 
low-income predominately white neighbor-
hoods, yet nothing has been done for the 
community that many African Americans in 
New Orleans call home. If socioeconomics 
do not account for the lack of infrastructure, 
then we can only assume that race plays a 
huge role in the governments lack of con-
cern. The information above may seem abso-
lutely absurd to an outsider; we were once 

2005. Working extremely hard all of his life, 
he was always told how to “stay in your 
lane” when growing up. This meant that he 
didn’t worry about the person to the left or 
right of him, but kept his blinders on both 
sides and focused his attention on whatever 
was ahead. Mr. McClendon acknowledged 
that this way of living was wrong, and admit-
ted to “living wrong” most of his life. He is a 
retired telephone technician who enjoys 
repairing old cars in his spare time. He had 
14 antique cars completed when Hurricane 
Katrina hit, and every one of them was de-
stroyed. Mr. McClendon decided to buy a 
vacant old building located in the Lower 9th 
Ward to house his antique cars that he de-
sired to work on again. As soon as he entered 
the space, he felt the pull to do something 
greater than shield his antique cars from 
future weather; he chose to shield his com-
munity members as they dealt with the bro-
kenness that came after their entire commu-
nity was ruined. Interesting enough, Mr. 
McClendon doesn’t blame anyone for the 
issues that his community faces; his goal is 
simply creating a blueprint that allows for a 
community to rebuild after disaster because, 
in his words, “You can’t stop them from 
happening”.  

The mission of The Village is: “to make 
the Lower 9th Ward whole again, or better 
than it was; Simple as that …and as compli-

outsiders. Only after visiting the community 
did we realize that the media (television, 
newspapers, broadcasts) never mentions 
New Orleans current condition of high homi-
cide rates, heavy drug usage, home and land 
loss, etc. What is shown on the news is the 
traffic caused by Mardi Gras and what Mardi 
Gras means for a city like New Orleans 
(huge revenue gain). The media fails to show 
that only 25 percent of families have been 
able to return to the Lower 9th Ward and are 
still in need of services that can both rebuild 
and sustain their community.  

 “75 percent of my people are still dis-
placed. It’s a human right to return home 
after disaster. What happened to my people’s 
rights?” When hearing the testimony of 
Ward “Mack” McClendon, the founder of 
“The 9th Ward Village,” there wasn’t a dry 
eye amongst the group. The Village is a not-
for-profit organization located in the Lower 
9th Ward of New Orleans, Louisiana, where 
we stayed from Tuesday evening to Friday 
afternoon. As the 22 of us from the univer-
sity stood listening to the story of Mack 
McClendon, watching as he painfully re-
hashed the disaster, there wasn’t one who 
couldn’t sympathize with him. “You guys 
are my heroes”, he said to us, and we 
thought, “We aren’t heroes at all.” Mr. 
McClendon lost everything when the water 
flooded his neighborhood on August 29, 
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Heroes Among Us  

she was a Houma. Her parents weren’t al-
lowed to have an education past the seventh 
grade because the government was trying to 
keep them uneducated so that they could 
take advantage of the native people and 
their land. However, she did have a glimmer 
of hope in her eyes when she talked about 
her son. He graduated college and is now 
working in Washington D.C. in the Native 
American sector in the government. Brenda 
said this was why she believed in the 
strength of her people. Her hope lies in the 
youth of her people as well as in us. 

Besides all of the frustrations Brenda and 
her people face everyday, whether it is cor-
rupt oil companies lobbying against their 
valid request for recognition, natural disas-
ters directly hitting their communities, or oil 
spills ruining their fishing waters, they still 
believe in their traditions and culture. She 
demonstrated this while talking about the 
summer camp that the Houma children 
attend. She said that they practice being 

chiefs and members of their council and 
come up with brilliant ideas to fix the prob-
lems their people are facing that she some-
times takes into consideration. The camp 
teaches subjects such as science through 
traditional remedies and identifying plants 
that grow on their land. The children also 
learn their traditional language which incor-
porates Parisian French, which Brenda 
seemed to be very proud of. Brenda as well 
as Jaimie, our connection to the Dulac Com-
munity center, mentioned the fact that the 
French government recognizes and cares 
more about the Houma people than their 
own government does here in the United 
States. 

One story that really left a mark on me 
was when she started talking about her fa-
ther. This story incorporates major troubles 
and important facets of her tribe. Her fa-
ther’s three loves are “his boat, her mother, 
and his children, in that order.” However, he 
could no longer go fishing because of the oil 

spill and once his wife, Brenda’s mother, 
died all he had left were his children. 
Brenda started crying while talking to us 
and I couldn’t help but struggle with tears 
myself. She wasn’t sure how her father was 
holding up being alone now. Brenda told us 
about the home that her father had worked 
for all his life. He worked for a man because 
he thought the contract he signed gave him 
the home after the man passed away. How-
ever, the contract didn’t say that and be-
cause of his lack of education her father 
didn’t know that it was only his until he 
passed away. Brenda and her family bought 
the home legally and her father got a new 
purpose. He would come for dinner at her 
home, but not stay the whole weekend as he 
had done before because he was so busy 
working on the house. This feel good story 
gave us all hope that maybe things for the 
Houma people will turn up through their 
determination, sense of family, community, 
and tradition. 



from someone who knows the answer. What 
I do know is that Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. 
was absolutely right when saying, “an injus-
tice anywhere is a threat to justice every-
where.”  We must make the burdens, the 
issues and injustices of others a priority of 
ours.  

The land that has been in families for 
years and years has been taken; the houses 
that have been in the family for years have 
been demolished; the rights that are guaran-
teed to American citizens have been stripped; 
hopelessness is not a foreign concept to these 
people, but an ingrained feeling towards the 
power structures of the American Govern-
ment. If everything negative around you 
seems to stem from the government caring 
little about you, your people, and your dis-
placement, hopelessness is no longer just a 
feeling, but a reality; this is the case in New 
Orleans, Louisiana for the community of the 
Lower 9th Ward. Mr. McClendon, along 
with other service groups are truly making an 
effort to bring hope back to a community 
where it has been lost; bring peace back to a 
community that has been in turmoil; bring 
life back to a community which has lost 
many. It’s not something that just one indi-
vidual can do, says Mr. McClendon, but 
something that we all must do.  
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cated as it sounds!” I admit, it sounds like 
such a simple task to make the city whole 
again, but nearly six years after the devasta-
tion, permanent displacement is becoming an 
even bigger reality for those who had to 
leave their 
community. 
For those 
who have 
returned or 
wish to return 
to their home 
in the future, 
The Village 
aims to pro-
vide many 
services to 
them such as: 
attacking the 
issues of illiteracy, training on site for jobs, 
apprenticeship programs, a recreational out-
let and a space where the community can 
come together. Our group considered it such 
a noble act for Mr. McClendon to use his 
purchased building for the benefit of his 
people, yet he considered it his responsibil-
ity. He hurts for his community, from the 
elderly who have lost their land which has 
been in their family for years, down to his 
daughter who moved to Texas after the hurri-
cane and decided not to move back into the 

community because there was nothing there 
for her and her children. He came to the 
understanding that “Katrina didn’t cause any 
problems, it exposed them.” Governmental 
corruption, racism, and failing educational 

s y s t e m s 
were an 
issue years 
b e f o r e 
Hurricane 
K a t r i n a 
happened. 

 Our group 
was forced 
to ask 
ourselves, 
“How can 
this be?” 
How can 

there still be hope in the hearts of the com-
munity members who have made it back to 
the Lower 9th Ward? How can crime rates 
double within the city of New Orleans in just 
a year? How come the government hasn’t 
rushed to rebuild the low-income neighbor-
hoods of the city? How can thousands upon 
thousands pour into the city to attend the 
Mardi Gras festivities, and little know of the 
injustice happening just 10 minutes down the 
road? I am not sure if there will ever be a 
clear-cut answer or better yet a response 

“As soon as he entered the space, he 

felt the pull to do something greater 

than shield his antique cars from 

future weather; he chose to shield his 

community members as they dealt 

with the brokenness that came after 

their entire community was ruined.” 
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Mardi Gras has a reputation as a he-

donistic party for college students who 
are lucky enough for their spring break 

to fall during Mardi Gras. However, this 
stereotype is over simplistic and misses 
the cultural significance of Mardi Gras 
and its potential for social bonding. Ar-
riving at a Houma Mardi Gras parade 
families and friends were setting up 
grills and settling in for an afternoon 
together. The air was filled with the 
thumping bass of a Lil Wayne song and 
the twang of Johnny Cash. This type of 

lowed suburban predominately white 
residents to drive from their houses into 
the central city, park in a parking garage, 
and take the elevator to their office. This 
type of urban development prevented 
much interaction between suburban and 

urban residents. This lack of interaction 
leads to mistrust and misunderstanding 
on both sides of the urban-suburban 
divide. This lack of social capitol can 
have dramatic negative effects on a city.  

Robert Putnam’s book Bowling 
Alone provoked a national discussion on 
social interaction in America. His book 
argued that Americans were participat-

(Continued on page 15) 

musical diversity underlies the great 
racial and economic diversity of Mardi 
Gras celebrations. Whole cities and their 
schools take a week off to spend time 
together. This is especially significant 
since interactions across class and racial 

lines are limited in America.  
Since the 1950’s American urban 

design has focused on how to move peo-
ple and goods as efficiently as possible 
from point A to point B without any 
regard for human interaction. This desire 
fueled the interstate highway boom 
which demolished often historic 
neighborhoods to allow for beltways and 
intercity expressways. This policy al-
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Mardi Gras, LA 

More than Just a Party: The Cultural Implications of Mardi Gras 

These men are members of the Zulu Social Aid and Pleasure Club while parading down St. Charles on Mardi Gras day in New Orleans 



nearly enough to rebuild the community.  
Empathy means to walk with someone 
and feel pain with them. To have empa-
thy for someone requires valuing their 

full humanity. Mardi Gras serves as a 
rare time of social interaction that estab-
lishes what Putnam refers to as social 
bridging. Social bridging is the estab-
lishment of weak ties between members 
of different communities. These weak 
ties serve to build trust between commu-
nities and can be the start of further dia-

logue. These weak ties can serve as the 
basis for the hard conversations that 
New Orleans needs to have about racism 
and inequality to create a just city. Mardi 

Gras in many ways serves as 
a reminder of a previous era 
in American communities 
that featured widely at-
tended community celebra-
tions for holidays such as 
Labor day, Fourth of July, 
and Memorial day. This is 
not to long for a return to 
the 50’s and 60’s which had 
tragic racism and sexism, 
instead, it acknowledges that 

for communities to function and to care 
for all of their members it requires social 
interaction. Mardi Gras provides this 
valuable social interaction. It may seem 
silly to suggest that a large party can 
foster social change but often times so-
cial change occurs gradually not in one 
dramatic moment. 

ing less in leagues, civic organizations, 
and informal social organizations. The 
effect of this is less social capitol which 
weakens society’s ability to deal produc-
tively with important issues. 
To casual observers of New 
Orleans Mardi Gras may ap-
pear to be a waste of time and 
energy in a city that faces great 
challenges. New Orleans faces 
a high murder rate, chronic 
poverty, and a need to rebuild 
neighborhoods after devastat-
ing hurricanes. All of these 
problems are complex and 
require a holistic community-
wide effort to solve them. This commu-
nitywide effort will not happen without 
social capitol.  

The best way to secure a fair and 
equitable recovery in New Orleans is 
empathy. The Lower Ninth Ward has 
been the subject of considerable sympa-
thy and charity but that has not been 
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“The air was filled with the thumping 

bass of a Lil Wayne song and the twang of 

Johnny Cash. This type of musical 

diversity underlies the great racial and 

economic diversity of Mardi Gras 

celebrations.” 

Chris Hubert 
University of Richmond ‘13 
 
Understanding Mardi Gras: An Exer-

cise in Celebrating Community Amidst 
Disaster 

An hour and a half outside of New 
Orleans there is a town named Houma. 
These cities have many differences but 
come time for Mardi Gras and many of 
these differences disappear.  Just like 
New Orleans, the entire city of Houma 
shuts down for a week of celebration. The 
entire town comes out to see the parades 
and the only local businesses that seem to 
be open are bars, souvenir shops, and 
food stands.  Both Houma and New Or-
leans feature extravagant parades, with 
the entire community celebrating. Both 
places have people not attending school 
or going to work for a week in order to be 
with friends and family, celebrate and 
drink a little. 

The striking similarities between these 
two places raised a few questions for me 
and while I may try to answer them I do 
not believe they can be fully answered 
unless you are a resident of either city. 
The word resident in this area holds a 

Celebrating Community Amidst Disaster 

different meaning than most of the United 
States; it has a multi-generational conno-
tation. The three questions that I had 
throughout the trip were: How do two 
communities that were so devastated by 
disaster still find something to celebrate 
about? What causes these two seemingly 
different cities to have essentially the 
same celebrations? Why is this seen al-
most nowhere else in the United States? 
An underlining theme surfaced when 
trying to answer these questions and 
while this theme does not fully answer 
any of the three questions I believe it 
plays a large part in their answers. 

The largest factor that I observed was a 
strong sense of community that exists 
within each place. This sense of commu-
nity is different than almost anywhere 
else in the United States. People here 
know almost everyone within their com-
munity on a personal basis as well as their 
parents and many times their grandpar-
ents as well. There are usually multiple 
generations living within the same house 
or within a stone’s throw of one another. 
An actual Mardi Gras celebration is not 
how most of the United States views it, as 
an excuse to get drunk for a week, for 

these communities. Here it is a way of 
life, a deep rooted sense of tradition. Here 
they celebrate family, community and 
their culture. 

The Mardi Gras celebration may be 
viewed as unique to this region but in 
reality the way it is celebrated is unique to 
the people that live here. This first must 
be understood before assistance can be 
brought to this area and before total re-
covery can be achieved. Most people do 
not understand why the people of New 
Orleans do not leave an area that is so 
harsh to them and to be honest I do not 
fully understand either or believe I truly 
ever will. On many occasions whole areas 
have been devastated by hurricanes. It 
would seem the rational response would 
be to uproot and leave the place that 
seems to hate anyone that lives there. 
However, looking at it from the people 
and communities perspectives that live 
here this no longer seems like the rational 
decision. There is such a strong tie that 
the people share with the region, their 
neighbors, their community, and their 
culture that deciding to leave would force 
them to leave behind a part of themselves, 

(Continued on page 16) 
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not just a building or a few people. 
It is the fact that most people, myself 

included, do not fully understand this or 
understand it at all, that a large amount of 
relief efforts have not worked. These 
people do not want to leave their home, 
they do not want their neighbors to leave 
their homes and they do not want the 
rebuilding efforts to change their commu-
nities. Sadly, this is happening very fre-
quently. Many people came to help with 
the best of intentions, trying to do what 
they thought was best for this region but 
we do not know what is best for this re-
gion, only the people living there do. 
When attempting to rebuild the communi-
ties devastated by disaster in this region, 
no one took the time to ask the residents 
what they wanted. What resulted were 
many projects that went against the 
wishes of those that call New Orleans 
home. 

New Orleans has a very unique culture 
but so does every other place. We should 
learn from what happened in New Or-
leans when dealing with future disasters. 
What may be best for one community or 
even what we feel is best for a community 

may not actually be best. People living in 
the areas affected by disasters should 
always be asked what they feel is the best 
for their community. Relief work and 
rebuilding efforts should never be done 
for the community but instead they 
should be done with the community. This 

way not only is the most efficient solution 
found but it will also help people return to 
a lifestyle similar to the one they had 
before the disaster. After someone has 
lost almost everything in a natural disaster 
this common courtesy should be extended 
to them. 

New Perspectives on “The Big Easy” and Mardi Gras 
Nina Mondelli 
University of Richmond ‘11 
 

I grew up under the impression that 
New Orleans was a corrupt city, full of 
crime, poverty, debauchery, prostitution, 
etc.  I don’t know where this idea came 
from as I’d never been to the city until just 
now, but from some-
where I’d heard the 
message loud and 
clear, “stay away.”  
Hurricane Katrina 
introduced a new wave 
of messages, full of 
chaos and destruction.  
I remember hearing 
things like, “the city 
had it coming” and 
“why even rebuild a 
city underwater.”  If there’s anything I’ve 
learned in my 22 years though, it’s to keep 
an open mind and to not blindly take on the 
opinions of others.  Many times, people 
don’t know what they’re talking about. 

New Orleans is a wildly vibrant city, 

full of people and life and colors and 
smells and traditions.  I grew more anxious 
in anticipation of our service-learning trip 
to the city with The SEEDS Project as I 
heard more about New Orleans.  A few 
weeks before our departure, Dean Land-
phair spoke with our group about her be-
loved city.  She talked about the people, the 

culture, and the history.  I loved the laid-
back attitude and approach to life she 
spoke of that the people of New Orleans 
have.  Now this is something I could get 
used to, I thought, these sound like my type 
of people. 

We had the great privilege of being in 
New Orleans during Mardi Gras.  This is 
the first year out of 6 that The SEEDS 
Project trip to the city fell on this infamous 
week.  We heard it would be crazy, but we 
didn’t really know what it would be like. 

It happened to be a rainy Fat Tuesday 
morning as we made the hour long drive 

from The Dulac Com-
munity Center into the 
city.  We arrived 
around 7 am, parked 
on Magazine Street, 
and walked in the driz-
zly rain to St. Charles 
Street where the Zulu 
Parade would take 
place.  As we walked I 
noted the people sitting 
on their porches sip-

ping their morning coffee (or mimosa or 
beer…).  The density of people increased 
as we neared St. Charles Street.  I couldn’t 
believe how many people were already 
there, and I’d heard that some had saved 
their spots on the street overnight.  Our 

“I later heard that many, if not most, New Orleani-

ans really spend Mardi Gras at home with their 

families.  A day where the city breaks and cele-

brates with loved ones – that is a beautiful thing.” 
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group was in need of breakfast and our 
morning coffee (or mimosa or beer…).  
Fortunately a Walgreens and a grocery 
store were open, but other than that there 
were only very scattered bars or coffee 
shops open.  The city literally shut down 
for the day; it was incredible. 

I was absolutely amazed by the open 
containers of alcohol, the cases, the kegs!  
The inner RA in me from the state of Vir-
ginia (where I don’t think you can even 
drink a glass of wine in your front yard) 
kept thinking – this feels wrong!  However, 
it didn’t take long for me to appreciate the 
open containers, and that’s not just the 
college student in me speaking.  There was 
genuineness in the transparency and open-
ness, and I was liberated as I walked down 
the street with a bottle of champagne open 
in one hand (don’t worry, Mom, I shared!) 

The day was not absolute madness and 
chaos as one might think.  Yes, there was 
drunkenness and the like, but that was not 
the overall pervading theme I took away 
from the day.  There were families and 
people of all ages celebrating the holiday 

together in the city.  I later heard that 
many, if not most, New Orleanians really 
spend Mardi Gras at home with their fami-
lies.  A day where the city breaks and cele-
brates with loved ones – that is a beautiful 
thing. 

As for the parades, they were incredible.  
The Zulu Parade was so much fun.  The 
costumes, the floats, the marching bands, 
the dancing, the beads, and the coconuts!  
We stood on the side of the road as the 
procession continued for hours, competing 
to see who got the most beads or who was 
lucky enough to score a coconut.  I wished 
I could be up on one of the floats, looking 
down on the crowds, smiling, throwing 
beads – the open air above me and the city 
beside and below me. 

Our group wandered throughout New 
Orleans after the first parade, splitting into 
groups and walking all around.  Some 
made it to Bourbon Street (I did not, but I 
heard it was quite the rage).  It was awe-
some how the roads were blocked off for 
foot traffic and how it was just a day of 
walking.  The festivities continued all over 

the city.  I hadn’t realized the costumes 
people would be wearing even if they 
weren’t participating in the parades.  Ap-
parently Mardi Gras is the opportunity to 
get a second wear of out last years Hallow-
een costume, I missed the memo. 

So, a city corrupted by crime, poverty, 
debauchery, prostitution… what city isn’t?  
I saw a different New Orleans than the one 
described to me in my youth, not just 
through observing Mardi Gras, but also 
through the people and the communities 
our group encountered – the stories we 
heard.  I write these thoughts now sitting in 
a garden in a community center in the 
Lower 9th Ward.  There are colorfully 
painted panels declaring, “No more vio-
lence,” “Rock on NOLA,” and “Who Dat.”  
Amidst the abandoned houses with sunken 
roofs and broken windows, beauty still 
surrounds me.  It’s a gorgeous day, and I 
hear faintly in the distance birds chirping 
and music playing.  This city, this commu-
nity, is hurting, but they have not forgotten 
who they are.  Today, the sun still shines 
on New Orleans. 

Alex Vlasic, Rachel Pricer, Jerry Giordano, Maya Tatro, Cheleah Jackson and Nina Mondelli on St. Charles St. in the Garden District 
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New Orleans, LA 

French City, American Place 

Michael Rogers 
University of Richmond ‘11 
 
Mardi Gras is a French term for a cele-

bration in New Orleans on streets such as 
Bourbon St. and places such as the French 
Quarter.  Orleans, the eponymous city in 
France, has maintained its influence on 
this American place through the physical 
structures of the city, a language often 
spoken and referenced, food and drink 
enjoyed and urban beauty on display. New 
Orleans is a reference to a place thousands 
of miles away governed by a different 
government and populated by a different 
people but the French influence is palpa-
ble. When you first walk from Rampart 
into the Quarter, you (the American) are 
transported to a different place. Whether 
international visitors are aware, New Or-
leans is truly unlike any city in America. It 
feels like a fantasy that is not contrived as 
Disney World and hardly as built out as 
New York. In New Orleans, the culture 
invades the space. There is a feeling that 
you have entered a city as one might have 
entered cities centuries ago: With all your 
senses on alert for the next surprise. 

New Orleans, a new place in the New 
World and a wild new mélange of cul-
tures, races, languages and peoples. The 
French thought they knew what they were 
creating when they established this city, 
but they lost control a very long time ago. 
French people may visit and marvel at the 
similarities and references, but if they are 
willing to venture beyond what is 
“French” they will find a place that unde-
niably American. In many ways, the leg-
acy of slavery is what began to set this 
place apart from its motherland. No matter 
how you build the buildings, it's the soci-
ety that makes the city and “that peculiar 
institution” has certainly shaped this place 
like many others. African Americans make 
up a large percentage of the population of 
New Orleans and their presence has trans-
formed the essence of this place. Music, 
food, language and tradition all reveal the 
shaping hand of the formerly enslaved. 
The tradition of interracial relationships in 

New Orleans displays a blatant disregard 
for the American majority's racist institu-
tions. Today, the interracial, queer couples 
often seen in the French Quarter display an 
even more blatant disregard for main-
stream American society. This place is in 
the south, but “Southern” would be a mis-
nomer. 

Africans were brought to this land 

against their will and in many ways their 
descendents are trapped in the same no-
menclature limbo as the city of New Or-
leans. While no longer necessarily African, 
brown-skinned descendents of enslaved 
people have historically not been allowed 
to fully claim the title of American. The 
divisions in this city reflect this stigmatiza-
tion of the other side of the “color line” 
and remain secure into the twenty-first 
century. 

While France has tended to a socialist 
model to invest in her people, America has 
tended toward a more individualist society 
on issues such as healthcare, transportation 
and education. In addition, our society 

denied Black residents access for centu-
ries. Of course these are not the only dif-
ferences to our two nations, but it is inter-
esting to wonder how New Orleans might 
look in France. Beyond these political 
issues, society has further shaped this city 
as rural farmers moved to American cities 
and wealthy residents moved out. If twen-
tieth century was the century of America 
as a world power, it was also the century 
that most transformed and homogenized 
many of our cities to the mess they are 
today. While New Orleans followed many 
trends of urban destruction (highways, 
parking lots) this city deviated from others 
by maintaining much of the characteristics 
that makes it unique. Among these charac-
teristics are a passion for tradition and a 
love for beauty and the arts. The American 
culture of efficiency has not prevented 
New Orleanians from appreciating that 
which makes life interesting. Also, New 
Orleans has distributed wealth in a vastly 
different way than most American cities. 
With an appreciation for the historic, New 
Orleans has maintained an incredible di-
versity of living arrangements and some 
surprisingly integrated neighborhoods. Of 
course, they are segregated on a very mi-
cro level, but not as segregated when con-
sidering the “macro level” segregation of 
the many cities in America. This city and 
its people live both a European heritage 
and an American legacy in a way that is 
not paralleled anywhere else. 

Many people wonder whether this place 
has any value. This place, hundreds of 
years old and full of human inspiration and 
political intrigue, has somehow been 
placed on the capitalist chopping block. 
But what is the American solution to cities 
such as New Orleans? What is the Ameri-
can alternative to city streets and wide 
boulevards? What would become of the 
French Quarter and the French connection 
to a distant past? American modernization 
narrative has us all careening down the 
road toward an uncertain future, but cities 
such as New Orleans hold us to the past. 
While the nation scorned cities, this places 
shows us why they still mater. 

A View of Jackson Square from the River: Note 

the stature of Andrew Jackson in front of   

St. Louis Cathedral 



man you now have a record and in this day 
and age most ex-convicts cannot get reason-
able jobs so if they did want to straighten 
out their lives, the way society is built, this is 
almost impossible. It almost creates another 
social class, a permanent criminal class; 
because when you are not succeeding in the 
job world you’re more likely to end up back 
on the streets helping to relay the rotation. It 
is a never ending cycle that spreads through-
out struggling communities all over Amer-
ica. 

 That is what is what I saw in New 
Orleans. I saw friendly spirited people on 
every corner, don’t get me wrong, but I also 
saw kids, young men and older men with 
that hustler’s mentality on their face. At the 
gas station, on the bridge, even in the Wal-
Mart you see people trying to make the best 
of the situations they have the best way they 
know how whether it is legal or not. But 
when you have areas like the Lower 9th 
Ward where poor black families were strate-
gically placed in order to create a social 
divide, you realize that this is socially ac-
ceptable and that the rest of America com-
plains about these crime rates and incarcera-
tion statistics but a lot of those same indi-
viduals watch as no help or resources are 
given, while no action is made by the gov-
ernment. They see local murders on televi-
sion while eating dinner, say a few words 

then continue to dessert. Look at the cultural 
geography of an urban city like Detroit. All 
of the low income black families are con-
centrated to the inner city packed into one 
area as well, it is all the same. These same 
drug and crime instances are just as com-
mon there as it is in New Orleans.  These 
are not special cases; this is America’s way 
of separating what’s good for it from what is 
bad for it in the 21st century. 

mental, economical, and social problems 
that have built up in cities like New Orleans 
since the times of harsh racial discrimina-
tion. I don’t think this could be any truer. 
While driving around some of the roughest 
parts of the New Orleans area with all of our 
participants I saw a common trend that did-
n’t surprise me, black poverty. Publicly 
subsidized housing looked run down and 
deserted and the overall development of the 
neighborhoods were beyond poor quality. 
The residents of low income New Orleans 
are still paying the price of a cultural and 
racial dividing society.  For when you’re in 
a world where you cannot receive a quality 
education or means to educate yourself and 
crime is seen as an everyday way of life, 
what can we expect the youth of urban 
America to do? 

 Yes there are a select few who 
find goals and aspirations to pull them from 
the teeth of their own struggle but this is not 
a common theme. Life is hard when you 
have no resources and in a lot of cases no 
way of reaching out for resources, so teen-
agers do what they think they have to do to 
survive. This leads to juvy, eventually jail, 
and death for a lot of young men. But this 
cycle in cities like New Orleans is now 
unavoidable and cuts off many youth from 
ever having a fulfilling life. This is because 
of what I call urban youth recidivism; mean-

ing that you have a lot of kids who get 
caught up in violence or drugs and they get 
sent to juvy. They come back on the block 
and the same friends are there, there are still 
no resources and money is scarce in these 
low income areas. This means you have to 
get back on it to live. Eventually the youth 
becomes an adult and one mistake leading 
to another leads them into prison. Regard-
less of the time served, once you’re a free 

BJ Scott 
University of Richmond ‘13 

 
As another fulfilling week in Louisiana 

comes to an end I have a multitude of con-
cerns, thoughts, ideas, and questions that 
began to accumulate as the days have gone 
on. Now I am sitting here, pen in hand, 
trying to sort it all out, trying to make my-
self formulate the continuous roots behind 
issues of black youth in our communities. It 
is a sad fact of life to know that Louisiana 
has the highest juvenile incarnation rate in 
America, especially in a city so rich with 
culture and history. But it is most disheart-
ening because the state is also home to one 
of the worst public school systems in Amer-
ica, as well as annually ranking near the 
bottom of the 50 states on educational qual-
ity and effectiveness. This concentration of 
poor educational quality can especially be 
seen in large urban cities like New Orleans 
and Baton Rouge. 

 There is a variety of things that 
come into play when considering the cause 
and solutions to these issues but the bottom 
line is that we must understand what is the 
root cause of the in order to make any kind 
of long lasting change. I recall one of our 
participants, Jerry Giordano, saying during a 
nightly reflection that these issues are all 
tied in together with race, class, environ-
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New Orleans, LA: Historic Home with a Hustler’s Mentality 

“… but a lot of those same individuals watch as no 

help or resources are given, while no action is 

made by the government. They see local murders 

on television while eating dinner, say a few words 

then continue to dessert.” 
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be taken with a grain of salt. Much of 
the information they share is based on 
anecdotal stories, which are not neces-
sarily factual but are all very interesting 
and vital to tell. 

impassioned way. It is obvious that 
these men care greatly about the world 
and community in which they live. 
Leading these tours helps these men to 
spread their word and their beliefs on 
the causes of the 
grave injustices 
that surround them. 
They are on the 
e x t r e m e  s i d e 
though and at times 
their biases are 
very clearly and 
loudly projected. It 
is important to 
remember that 
their opinions are 
only one side of 
the story, that what 
they are saying 
shouldn’t be dis-
counted but should 

Lauren Camuso 
University of Richmond ‘12 
 
The rate of crime in New Orleans has 

historically been high but the number of 
murders occurring seems to currently be 
greatly increasing. As horrific of a situa-
tion it is for the victims of these crimes 
and for their suffering families, we 
should not forget the fact that those re-
sponsible for the crimes are often vic-
tims of some sort themselves; victims of 
a society where factors such as race, 
class, and geographic location can play 
too large of influence on the outcome of 
their lives. 

In New Orleans in particular these 
issues have historically shaped 
neighborhoods and individuals alike. 
The levee tour led by a few men from 
Our School at Blair Grocery brought 
these problems to light in a vivid and 

Failing the Youth of New Orleans: Education and Crime 

“It was pointed out to us that the  

Juvenile Detention Center is  

legitimately right next door to the 

chemical refinery. Even though they 

may be offenders, the youth who  

are incarcerated at this center  

are still kids.” 

The Saint Bernard Juvenile Detention Center located just a few hundred yards from a local New Orleans chemical refinery 



The issue then is finding people will-
ing to step into the challenging role of 
being there for kids, who before and 
after Hurricane Katrina have had so 
much going against them. It would obvi-
ously be awesome if there were enough 
people within communities like the 
Lower Ninth Ward to educate the youth 
living there, but sadly this is often not 
the case. As an outsider to the city and 
this neighborhood in particular, I ques-
tion what role I would be able to play in 
helping with this situation. I honestly 
don’t know if I, or people like me, can 
serve the needs of people we will never 
be fully able to understand or relate to, 
but I sincerely hope that we can help. 

Our School at Blair Grocery is a good 
example of outside people caring about 
people and a community. They try to 
help these kids who don’t have another 
choice – they are dropouts, juvenile 
offenders, and troubled youth, but they 
are people and by acknowledging the 
fact that they care for these kids, the 
staff is helping them to build healthy 
and positive relationships. Our School at 
Blair Grocery serves as a reminder to 
me that truly caring is important and can 

do some good. They 
help illustrate Lilla 
Watson’s words “If 
you have come to 
help me, you are 
wasting your time. 
But if you have come 
because your libera-
tion is bound up with 
mine, then let us 
work together” and 
show how this can be 
key to making the 
situation in New 
Orleans and the 
Lower Ninth Ward 
healthier and more 

functional. By being fully committed to 
the needs of the community and the 
people who are living there, some ac-
complishments must be able to be 
achieved in these areas, on some small 
level at the very least. 

[Cite: Kreager, D.A. (2007). When 
it’s good to be “bad”: Violence and ado-
lescent peer acceptance. Criminology, 
45 (4), 893-918. Watson, Lilla. (n.d.) 
Retrieved March 14, 2011 from 
http://www.energizeinc.com/reflect/quot
e1s.html] 

One of the points that stuck with me 
the most from the tour was the descrip-
tion of the treatment of people, espe-
cially youth, who have committed 
crimes. It was pointed out to us that the 
Juvenile Detention Center is legiti-
mately right next door to the chemical 
refinery. Even though they may be of-
fenders, the youth who are incarcerated 
at this center are still kids. They deserve 
to not be poisoned by the very air that 
they are breathing on every single day 
with no escape in site. The refinery 
pours out brown, and sometimes black, 
smoke constantly and besides leaving an 
awful smell, the chemicals cannot be 
good for anyone’s lungs. These youth 
are also used as cheap labor as they are 
often contracted out to work for compa-
nies for mere cents per day. Yes, they 
had to have done something wrong in 
the first place to be sentenced to the 
center but that does not make it morally 
acceptable to treat people – human be-
ings – in such a way, especially when 
these youth are practically handpicked 
for this track from a very young age. 

It honestly breaks my heart to hear 
that the standardized test scores of 3rd 

graders in low-income areas of New 
Orleans are being used to determine 
how many jail beds will be needed in 
the upcoming years. If only we could 
invest money in schools or other pro-
grams to help these kids instead of sim-
ply assuming that they will mess up and 
thus allowing them to cause trouble 
enough to wind up in jail, a positive 
change could truly be made.  

From what I’ve heard, the schools in 
the lower income areas of New Orleans 
are not set up to effectively handle stu-

dents who come from more troubled 
backgrounds and instead often drive 
them to stop coming to school at all. 
Kids are routinely being brought into the 
court system on truancy charges, along 
with more serious offences too of 
course, but what if time and energy were 
given to these young people so they 
wouldn’t feel alone or unwanted or use-
less in school? Would the same large 
number of them be turning to delinquent 
behavior, or would they find their place 
in functional society? 

Schools and how they are run are 
most often done so in a way where in-
struction and interactions are directed 
and guided by middle class values and 
ways of communicating. Certain expec-
tations exist for ways of communicating 
and exchanging information within 
schools and the education system. Derek 
Kreager discusses the hardships working 
and lower class boys in particular face in 
school in his article, “When it’s Good to 
Be ‘Bad:’ Violence and Adolescent Peer 
Acceptance.” He describes “the norms 
and behaviors of economically disad-
vantaged boys are likely to lower their 
status in the eyes of teachers” so in or-

der to deal with this frustration, such 
students “replace the middle-class val-
ues of obedience and conformity with an 
oppositional subculture based on delin-
quency and violence.” For kids who are 
disenfranchised from the “system” or 
the “normal” way of thinking and be-
having, school will hold little meaning 
since they are not attached to either the 
place or the people there and thus do not 
feel compelled to attend school at all. 
They may instead turn to delinquent acts 
to take up their time and energy. 
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“It honestly breaks my heart to hear that the standardized test 

scores of 3
rd

 graders in low-income areas of New Orleans are  

being used to determine how many jail beds will be needed in the 

upcoming years. If only we could invest money in schools ... to 

help these kids instead of simply assuming that they will mess up 

and thus allowing them to cause trouble enough to wind up in jail, 

a positive change could truly be made.” 
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The Lower Ninth Ward, LA 

Katherine Schmidt 
University of Richmond ‘12 
 
On Wednesday morning, all 

of SEEDS gathered out in the 
front of the community center to 
hear Mack McClendon’s story 
about his life after Katrina. Mack 
had lived in the Lower Ninth 
Ward for most of his life. Just 
before Hurricane Katrina hit the 
Gulf Region, Mack was living 
the life he had always hoped for 
– he owned his dream home, and 
was devoted to fixing up his ever
-growing collection of antique 
cars. Following the aftermath of 
Katrina, however, Mack lost his 
home and his beloved cars. For 
five months, he struggled with 
deep depression and anger. How 
could he have lost everything in 
his life that he had worked so 
hard for?   

As he began to pick up the 
pieces in his life, Mack began to 
think intentionally about the 
needs of his struggling commu-
nity. In a neighborhood that was 
once packed with porches and families, 
very few people had been able to return. 
In the space that once was a bustling 
neighborhood, there was emptiness and 
a great sense of defeat. When he was 
presented with an opportunity to buy an 
abandoned aircraft hanger, he initially 
planned to fill it with more antique cars. 
He joyfully imagined himself tinkering 
away with more antique convertibles. 
But he couldn’t entirely convince him-
self that it was the best thing he could do 
with the space. What would it mean to 
create a community center, where the 
neighborhood could come together and 
celebrate their community, or develop 
new interests? He imagined a basketball 
court for all of the neighborhood chil-
dren, and a sprawling kitchen for cook-
ing lessons. There could be a computer 
center, where students could get help 
with homework, and adults would be 

able to apply for jobs. The community 
center that Mack imagined had the po-
tential to bring a lot of positive change 
to his hurting neighborhood. It also pre-
sented a tremendous set of risks and 
challenges for an individual who was 
struggling to find a new home on a set 
of limited finances.  

In spite of these challenges, Mack 
moved forward with his plans to build a 
community center in the Lower Ninth 
Ward. The Lower Ninth Ward Village 
has blossomed into a bustling hub in and 
for the neighborhood. During our short 
visit there, we met people who had trav-
eled from all over the world to work 
alongside Mack. We chatted with a min-
ister from Harrisonburg, VA, who had 
spent his last two months living in the 
Village. We met a team of students from 
Michigan, who were spending their 
spring break doing service in the area. 

One couple from Germany had been 
traveling around the country and had 
stayed to explore the culture of New 
Orleans. Those among us who are ath-
letically inclined played pick-up basket-
ball games with neighborhood kids and 
Village staff members. And among all 
of these people who were from vastly 
different cultural backgrounds and ex-
periences, there was a beautiful sense of 
collaboration and hopefulness for the 
future of the Lower Ninth Ward. And, in 
the six years that have passed since Hur-
ricane Katrina, Mack told us that he is 
the happiest he has ever been. “I have 
truly found my purpose,” he said. His 
belongings are contained in a brown RV 
that is parked in the back corner of the 
parking lot. He owns no antique cars, 
and receives no paychecks. Although he 
has very few personal possessions and 

(Continued on page 23) 

Unexpected Purpose, Welcomed Reprieve 

A sign of encouragement painted onto the side of the Ninth Ward Village Community Center 



tell myself that I am an informed, so-
cially conscious, and intentional person, 
I have a long way to go before I achieve 

the same kind 
of purpose that 
I celebrated 
d u r in g  m y 
w e e k  w i t h 
SEEDS. As a 
community, it 
is my hope that 
we can separate 
o u r s e l v e s 

enough from our screen-based distrac-
tions and our unlimited list of commit-
ments to learn from and value one an-
other. I hope that together, we will ask 
ourselves how we can better one an-
other, our campus community, and our 
city in ways that will make us all 
stronger.  

lege. So often I find myself piling on 
commitments and obligations that ulti-
mately aren’t fulfilling. I have tricked 

myself into thinking that by making 
myself busier, I am somehow becoming 
a more valued member of our campus 
community. Instead of learning about 
the people who are physically around 
me, I am guilty of depending on Face-
book and my silly iPhone to feel con-
nected to people. As often as I like to 

almost no personal space to call his own, 
Mack finally feels a sense of joy and 
contentment that he has never known.  

I was so thankful that we were able to 
spend time with Mack during our stay in 
the Lower Ninth Ward. Learning about 
the new direction he has celebrated in 
his life has helped me reflect on my own 
purpose and ambitions for my future. I 
have become much more thoughtful 
about the ways that I can join with oth-
ers in our community to contribute to 
positive change. Seeing Mack’s genuine 
joy and delight gave me a lot of excite-
ment about my potential and for the 
future of SEEDS at Richmond.  

My time with SEEDS during our 
weeklong adventure throughout the Gulf 
Region was a welcomed respite from the 
harried life I have come to know in col-
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“As a community, it is my hope that we 

can separate ourselves enough from our 

screen-based distractions and our 

unlimited list of commitments to learn 

from and value one another.” 

To Live With Passion 

Ruby Shumaker 
University of Richmond ‘14 
  
Rarely in life have I heard someone tell 

a story with such genuine passion as I did 
on the Wednesday morning of our SEEDS 
journey. As we stood in front of the Lower 
Ninth Ward Village community center, 
Mack McClendon, the Executive Director 
of the Village, told us the story of its crea-
tion with an enthusiasm that I will never 
forget. Not only were the issues he spoke 
of intense and thought provoking, but the 
story of how he came to stand in front of 
us was powerfully inspirational. The short 
time we spent with Mack in the beautiful 
New Orleans sunshine rebuilt my percep-
tions of what it means to live with passion, 
and taught me how powerful this passion 
can be when it is put into action.  

As a resident of the Lower Ninth Ward, 
Mack experienced the devastation of Hur-
ricane Katrina first-hand. Prior to the 
storm, he lived in what he called his 
“dream house,” and was most passionate 
about his collection of antique cars. How-
ever, neither his house nor his cars were 
powerful enough to resist Katrina, and 
both Mack’s great sources of happiness 
and pride were gone in an instant. In the 
aftermath of the hurricane, he woke up 
every day with nothing to do but wish that 
it had been a bad dream, but every day the 

reality of his situation only worsened. 
Then one day, everything changed. On 
that day, Mack decided to not let the nega-
tive events of the past dictate his future. 
Instead he made the decision to pick him-
self up and do what he could to improve 
the lives of others in his situation. The 
Lower Ninth Ward Village is the result of 
that decision. It was built, Mack said, as a 
“home base” for the residents of the 
Lower Ninth Ward, in an effort to reestab-
lish the strong sense of community that 
existed there before Katrina. And this rees-
tablishment is in no way an easy task. 
Hanging on the wall behind Mack as he 
spoke was a painted map of the United 
States, which shed light on how broken the 
Lower Ninth Ward community is. From 
New Orleans, colorful wires stretches 
across the country, ending in many differ-
ent states and some even extending outside 
of the US. Most of the wires are either 
yellow or blue, standing for those who left 
the Lower Ninth Ward and want to come 
home, but haven’t, and for those who 
those who moved back to New Orleans, 
but cannot return to their homes. Others 
are red, for those who left and are not 
coming home. Sadly, the fewest wires are 
green, for those who are actually living in 
their Lower Ninth Ward homes, a visible 
reminder of the very small number of re-
turned residents. This great displacement 

of former Lower Ninth Ward residents is, 
as Mack explained, an immense challenge 
in the rebuilding of the previously strong 
Lower Ninth Ward community. All the 
residents want, he said, is to have their old 
neighbors back, and without them it is 
difficult to recreate the residents’ sense of 
community. However, this did not stop 
Mack from putting all of his efforts into 
building the Village, which now brings 
residents together in one place, fulfilling 
its role as a community center, and helping 
to slowly reestablish their senses of com-
munity. Why has Mack persisted even 
under such negative circumstances? The 
answer, he says, is because he has found 
his true passion. While before Katrina hit 
he thought that his passion was his house 
and his cars, he now knows that “it’s about 
people,” a declaration that is painted in 
several locations around the Village. He 
explained that before Katrina he had only 
been “existing” and not “living,” which he 
believes only happens once you have 
found your passion. He had made posses-
sions his life, but now realizes how much 
more important people are than things, and 
is putting his passion for people, and for 
his community, into action. 

 The power of an individual’s passion 
and the effects that it can have on others is 
magnified through Mack’s story. The help 

(Continued on page 24) 
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that Mack has provided to the residents of 
the Lower Ninth Ward is immense, as he 
is working to restore the community that 
was once so strong and so valued by its 
people. Were it not for Mack finding his 
passion and act-
ing on it, the 
Village would 
not exist. There 
would be no 
“home base” for 
the people of the 
Lower Ninth 
Ward, and the 
sense of commu-
nity probably 
would not be as 
progressed as it is 
without him. 
Furthermore, 
Mack’s passion 
has led to the 
spread of knowl-
edge of the issues 
the Lower Ninth 
Ward faces, re-
versing the igno-
rance that 
plagues so much 
of the outside 
community. He is 
working against the odds to help a group 
of people who are so greatly in need, yet 
so neglected by most, and in doing so is 
lessening this neglect. The village serves 
as a temporary home for volunteers, who 
by staying there learn about the Lower 
Ninth Ward and its conflicts through their 
surroundings and through discussions with 
Mack. Not only do these volunteers help 
the community there, but when they leave 
the Lower Ninth Ward they take knowl-
edge with them that they can then share 
with others. During his talk with us, Mack 
suggested that if the 2010 Super Bowl had 
included footage of the Lower Ninth Ward 

with its footage of the French Quarter, the 
Lower Ninth would be in an immensely 
better condition than it is today because so 
many people would have seen the devasta-
tion that still remains. Because this did not 

happen, it is up to visitors to the area to 
spread their knowledge of its issues to the 
world in order to catalyze change. And 
because Mack discovered and acted upon 
his passion, more people are able to spread 
this knowledge so change will come more 
quickly. 

 Finally, Mack’s passion is powerful in 
the inspiration it gives to those who ex-
perience it. As I listened to Mack’s story 
of how he was able to turn his life around 
after going through such a devastating 
experience, I took a moment to appreciate 
how grateful I am for what I have, and for 
the circumstances under which I live. I 

have not gone through the disaster that 
Mack has, and have so many opportunities 
available to me. By listening to his story, I 
realized how important it is that I take as 
full advantage of these opportunities as 

possible. His 
story inspired me 
to never let mate-
rial things be-
come my life, and 
to realize what is 
truly important. 
Mack inspired me 
to find my pas-
sion, and to make 
it my life. He 
presented the idea 
that until you 
have found your 
passion, you are 
not really living, 
but just existing. 
As a freshman in 
college, there are 
days when I defi-
nitely feel that 
existing is all I 
am doing, as I 
rush through 
lunch to study for 
my exam before 

class, only trying to keep my head above 
water, and to finish everything I feel I 
have to do. And I can honestly say that I 
don’t think I have found my passion yet. 
But throughout this amazing week spent 
with the other members of the SEEDS 
Project, I believe that I have caught 
glimpses of what it might be. As I journey 
through my next three years at the Univer-
sity of Richmond, I hope that I am able to 
discover my true passion, as Mack did, 
and that I will be able to live my life to the 
fullest with this passion as my guiding 
force. From Mack, I learned that passion is 
power, and it can change the world. 

Ward “Mack” McClendon standing in front of a mural of his “Where’s Your Neighbor” Initiative: A program 

that desires to locate and help bring home all former residents of the Ninth Ward that wish to return. 

Rediscovering the Legacy of Injustice 

Miki Doan 
University of Richmond ‘14 
 
I grew up believing that America was 

the land of opportunities and a place 

where one sought freedom and equality; 

yet a story of a man and a workday at a 

non-traditional school have challenged 

me to reconsider these values.  

Is there still hope? 

On March 10th, SEEDS headed to its 
next service-learning experience at Our 
School at Blair Grocery (OSBG). As our 
van reached a colorful building sur-
rounded by multiple rows of vegetables, 
a big sign “We have eggs!” welcomed 
us to OSBG. Although five years have 

passed since the levees broke, Martin 
Luther King Elementary School is the 
only public school operated in Lower 
Ninth Ward. In 2008, Nat Turner de-
cided to drive his blue bus from New 
York to New Orleans and start an alter-
native school in the old Blair Family 
Grocery to offer youths in the area a 

(Continued on page 25) 



volunteers, but also the local people 
with him to reach the destination. This is 
why the change has to come from the 
local communities, such as from this 
little girl who would grow up without 
having to suffer hunger and who would 

be brought up 
in a sustain-
able commu-
nity food sys-
tem and fos-
tered to be 
leader in so-
cial entrepre-
neurship.  

“If you give 

me a fish, you 

have fed me 

for a day. 

If you teach 

me to fish, you 

have fed me 

until the river is contaminated and the 

shoreline is seized for development. 

But if you teach me to organize then 

whatever the challenge I can join to-

gether with my peers and fashion our 

own solution.” 

With this saying painted on the wall, 
OSBG illustrated its faith in the young 
educated generation who would change 
the future of the Lower Ninth Ward one 
day.  

supportive environment to learn and 
grow.   

OSBG raises the students’ awareness 
about food justice and urban farming as 
well as provides affordable healthy food 
for the community. During the orienta-
tion, we learned 
about their sus-
tainable system: 
turning food 
waste into soil 
by composting, 
using the soil to 
grow plants, 
and selling the 
products to the 
local restau-
rants. To help 
the school with 
one of their 
projects, we 
picked up tools 
and walked 
towards a vacant property nearby to 
build compost piles to grow mirliton, a 
favorite traditional squash in New Or-
leans. Within five hours of work, we 
finished clearing out the lot and mount-
ing fifteen compost piles. As I ran my 
hands through the soil and felt its fertil-
ity, I was amazed by my connection 
with the land. If I felt attached to it in 
such a short amount of time, I could not 
comprehend how people felt when they 
had to leave behind their homes 
and community. At that mo-
ment, I realized we had pulled 
out the weeds, but the roots of 
injustice and suffering were still 
buried under layers of soil. Only 
twenty five percent of the dis-
placed people have come back 
and rebuilt their lives in Lower 
Ninth Ward; hundreds of houses 
marked with X’s by the crews 
who checked for inhabitants 
after the Katrina have not been 
demolished nor renovated; one 
could drive miles without seeing 
any schools or banks within the 
area. Katrina happened five 
years ago. The levees broke five 
years ago. Yet, to this day, 
Lower Ninth Ward is still dev-
astated and struggles to survive 
the post-Katrina effects. 

As I was pulling out the 
weeds, a little girl came from 
behind and asked me curiously: 

“Why are you still working while the 
others are taking a break?” 

I did not know the reason myself. It 
was not because I was more assiduous 
than others but rather I felt at peace 
working with the soil. Instead of an-

swering her question, I showed her a 
ladybug on the ground. She smiled. Her 
smile suddenly lifted up my mood. Sit-
ting down at the rear of the road and 
gazing at what we had accomplished in 
one day planted a seed of hope inside 
me. Imagine what the world would be 
like if different groups of volunteers 
came in and left a positive impact on the 
community? Nevertheless, Nat Turner 
started this journey, not only bringing 
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“As I ran my hands through the soil and felt its fertility, I 

was amazed by my connection with the land. If I felt  

attached to it in such a short amount of time, I could not 

comprehend how people felt when they had to leave behind 

their homes and community. At that moment, I realized we  

had pulled out the weeds, but the roots of injustice and  

suffering were still buried under layers of soil.”  

University students  create piles of compost for growing mirliton lot in the Lower Ninth Ward  
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Conclusions 

Jerry Giordano 
University of Richmond ‘12 
 

Southern Louisiana has a long history 
of corrupt government, exploitation, and 
big business negatively impacting the 
well being of its people. Southern Louisi-
ana’s abundant natural resources and 
beautiful landscapes have made it a hot-
spot of interest for tourism, fishing, and 
oil industries. Thus, the area’s natural 
ecosystem has largely shaped the econ-
omy, health, and happiness of its resi-
dents. 

Every ecosystem has unique physical 
and biological qualities. The interplay 
between a place’s physical geography and 
the life that lives in that place is what 
creates its natural ecosystem. Humans, as 
a species, are capable of utilizing their 

adaptive survival tools to overcome a 
wide range of pressures that their natural 
ecosystems may present. Yet these tools, 
such as rationality and social drive, can 
pose their own challenges as well. The 
adaptive features of this species allow for 
humans to exert unprecedented influence 
on their natural ecosystems, both physical 
and biological. This has manifested in 
two dominant ways: massive damage to 
natural ecosystems, and an increased 
belief in humanity’s control over nature, 
each consequence fueling the other in a 
positive feedback loop. The last five years 
of southern Louisiana’s history calls for 
an evaluation of these consequences. 

When Hurricane Katrina made landfall 
about sixty miles east of New Orleans, 
many thought that the city dodged over-
whelming devastation. While damaged, 

the city’s flooding seemed 
under control, and many 
homes were safe. The real 
devastation actually occurred 
the next day when levees all 
over the city broke under the 
pressure of the water collect-
ing at lower elevations. The 
poorest area of New Orleans, 
the Lower Ninth Ward, was 
especially harmed. Since 
most of New Orleans, includ-
ing the Lower Ninth Ward is 
either at or under sea level, 
when the levees broke most 
of the city was under water, 
submerging entire houses in 
some areas.  

In contrast to the urban land-
scape of New Orleans, the 
Houma Native American 
tribe lives along the coast 
about fifty miles outside of 
the city. Their homes are on 
low-lying areas between the 
bayous. The Houma tribe is 
not federally recognized, 
despite a definitive history of 
community and culture. 
Therefore, they are consis-

tently on the bottom of the priority list 
following natural disasters and don’t re-
ceive federal funding for education or 
infrastructure. They live in a rural envi-
ronment, spread out over the floodplains 
of the bayous, and are keenly aware of 
changes in their natural ecosystem. When 
Hurricane Katrina hit, their community 
was all but wiped out. 

The Lower Ninth Ward of New Or-
leans and the Houma landscape offer 
compelling case studies of how humans 
interact with their ecosystems. The Lower 
Ninth Ward is in a unique geographical 
position. After the creation of a man-
made river, the Lower Ninth Ward be-
came an island that could only be reached 
by a large bridge for vehicular traffic. 
After the city was evacuated and devas-
tated by Hurricane Katrina, New Orleans 
became an empty human habitat. The 
Lower Ninth Ward was repopulated at a 
much slower rate than the rest of the city. 
If we treat humans as a species, and apply 
the principles of island biogeography, we 
could hypothesize a few outcomes. Island 
biography research shows that islands 
that are larger and closer to the mainland 
will increase migration and the biodiver-
sity of the island, while those that are 
smaller and further from the mainland 
will decrease migration and biodiversity. 
The mandatory evacuation measure taken 
by the city took residents as far away as 
Texas and Florida, and often fragmented 
family or friend groups. To reach the 
Lower Ninth Ward it used to only take a 
quick ride over the bridge, but those dis-
placed residents were faced with hun-
dreds of miles to traverse. In conjunction, 
humans have a unique barrier that other 
species don’t encounter: money. Consid-
ering that many residents of the Lower 
Ninth Ward were low income and elderly 
people, both geographic and economic 
obstacles are overwhelming difficulties in 
migration.  

The Lower Ninth Ward example high-
lights how the environment can dramati-
cally affect people, while the Houma 

Southern Louisiana Bayou near Houma, LA 

Ecology, Geography, and Catastrophe  



can’t help but expect a catastrophe 
brought on by our limited carrying capac-
ity. 

Humans, like all species, are depend-
ent upon available resources for survival. 
When consumption of those resources 
exceeds a rate that can sustain the current 
population, the species has exceeded its 
carrying capacity. For instance, when 
deer eat too many plants, food supplies 
become limited, and deer die off. Humans 
have creatively extended our carrying 
capacity through industrialization and 
technology. Yet the same industries and 
technologies that expanded human carry-
ing capacity far beyond anything our 
ancestors could have expected, are now 

the most serious threats to human sur-
vival.  

Fortunately, the story doesn’t have to 
go like that. The habitat destruction, habi-
tat fragmentation, loss of coastal lands, 
and increased storm intensity that we 
observe are reminders of our connection 
to physical geography and ecology, and 
that we have to put ourselves in the con-
text of our environment. Unlike the deer, 
we can notice these events, predict what 
will happen, and plan for the future. If 
humans begin to think like a species, and 
apply our unique gift of rationality, we’re 
capable of avoiding what happened to the 
Lower Ninth Ward and to the Houma 
tribe affecting larger human populations. 

story exemplifies man’s impact on the 
environment. With global climate change, 
there will be more droughts, floods, and 
extreme weather events than ever before. 
While it’s difficult to make the argument 
that Katrina was caused by climate 
change, it is certainly a warning flag of 
what we can expect. The people of the 
Houma tribe are used to periodic flooding 
from hurricanes. Living along the coast 
and between the bayous, they have main-
tained a close relationship with the water. 
Yet as flooding and hurricanes become 
more intense, the prospect for the Houma 
to stay on their native land becomes in-
creasingly dim. The people who have 
contributed the least to the climate crisis 
are the ones enduring the most severe 
consequences. As climate change contin-
ues to alter the landscape, humans will 
need to adjust their habitats to more suit-
able locations. In the long run, it may be 
impractical to live along current coastline 
due to rising sea levels and increasing 
storm surges. As our available habitat 
shrinks while our population explodes, I 
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A Positive Destruction 

“Yet the same industries and technologies that ex-

panded human carrying capacity far beyond any-

thing our ancestors could have expected, are now 

the most serious threats to human survival.” 

Justin Sanchez 
University of Richmond ‘13 
 

We packed into our white 12-passenger 
vans and left our temporary home base to 
travel through the town of Houma, hit not 
only by Hurricane Katrina but also by the 
destruction of the man-made levees and a 
number of other hurricanes. Shrimping 
and fishing boats line the Bayou depicting 
the people’s way of life. The streets filled 
with not people but the memory of what 
used to be. Sadly, a combination of nature 
and lack of resources do not allow people 
to stay in their homes; people who so 
dearly love and have such a powerful and 
emotional connection with the land that 
not only they themselves but their ances-
tors have lived on for years. The vans 
drive down roads with houses filled with 
those brave enough to rebuild and houses 
that are almost beyond repair. Finally, we 
arrive at Fisherman’s Lane – ironic 
enough, right? We drive down the block 
until we reach a house devastated by a fire. 
We get out of our vans looking at the 
house and we know we have our work cut 
out for us.  

We may not have realized at the time 

but that house served a much bigger pur-
pose. Our job was simply to demolish the 
house while saving the structure in order 
for the individuals living there and in the 
surrounding community to rebuild it. This 
idea of destroying to rebuild while keeping 
salvageable structure intact holds both a 
personal meaning and holds a stronger 
meaning to the people of New Orleans.  

Over the past couple of months I have 
really struggled to find my purpose. I have 
questioned my decisions and have come to 
terms with the mistakes I have made. 
However, in order to build myself to 
where I want to be – I had to almost be 
destroyed. While leaving my core intact 
and with the help of my friends and fam-
ily, I am slowly but surely regaining who I 
prided myself to be. I have started to build 
on that core that could be saved. I am 
proud of where I stand today. 

Like this house and like me, the people 
of New Orleans were destroyed. Focusing 
on the Lower 9th Ward, the problems and 
the issues they faced were numerous even 
before the disaster struck. Life in the 
Lower 9th Ward was rough. Crime rates 
were through the roof. The property values 
were sinking rapidly. Illiteracy rates were 

appalling. Schools were failing. Drug use, 
alcohol abuse, and prostitution were all 
rampant throughout the community and 
for the most part, it was a way of life. The 
disaster wiped away the entire community 
and the reaction to the disaster was no 
better. People felt that their government 
did not care for them and the levee theory 
strengthened their opinions. Today less 
than 25% of the individuals living in the 
Lower 9th Ward have returned. It is not 
because they don’t want to but rather that 
they lack the resources to do so. Even if 
some do gather the means, their homes are 
either destroyed beyond repair or the gov-
ernment has seized or demolished them.  

However, even with all these problems, 
hope exists for the Lower 9th Ward. Those 
that have managed to come back are pro-
viding the structure to rebuild the commu-
nity. Slowly but surely, these people are 
fixing up houses, building schools, and 
providing sustainable food for the commu-
nity. They are attacking the issues of the 
old Lower 9th Ward while trying to bring 
back their neighbors and loved ones. They 
are rebuilding the Lower 9th Ward – they 
are creating its new core and the only 
place they can go is up.  
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Alex Vlasic 
University of Richmond  ‘11 
 
Both of the communities that we visited 

and learned from during the SEEDS trip to 
Louisiana are experiencing displacement. 
It might at first appear that the displace-
ments of the Houma tribe and the people 
of the Lower Ninth Ward are natural phe-
nomena caused by natural disasters – hur-
ricanes, flooding, erosion, and rising sea 
levels. While the effects of natural disas-
ters and climate change on the homes and 
livelihoods of these people cannot be de-
nied, at their roots, the displacements of 
the Houma tribe and the Lower Ninth 
Ward are stories of injustice and govern-
mental neglect. 

 As a Native American tribe, the 
Houma people have a history of land loss 
and migration. They were pushed to the 
bayous where their displacement continues 
at another front, the Gulf of Mexico. 
Within a span of three 
years, four hurricanes hit 
the Houma community, 
beginning with Katrina in 
2005. Although Katrina 
was devastating, hurricanes 
that followed, Gustav and 
Ike, hit the Houma people 
even harder. This later 
suffering, however, was 
not covered in the media 
because the hurricanes had missed the city 
of New Orleans. Even after Katrina, out-
side aid was largely unavailable to the 
Houma. If it had not been for the efforts of 
their former chief, Brenda Robicheaux, 
who was able to secure donated supplies 
from Wal-Mart, use an old family store to 
distribute necessities, and house volunteers 
in tents on her lawn, many Houma people 
would not have been able to recover from 
the storm. During our visit to her home, 
Brenda told us about her interactions with 
the Federal Emergency Management 
Agency (FEMA) post-Katrina. FEMA 
workers would come to her store, and 
instead of offering assistance, they would 
make a check on their list to indicate that 
aid was reaching the community. After 

realizing that they would not help her in 
her efforts, Brenda promptly kicked them 
out of her store and asked them not to 
return. 

 As each hurricane hits, families 
must rebuild homes and try to put the frag-
ments of their lives back together. Some 
choose to relocate to safer locations, but 
this is not a simple decision, because in 
doing so, they must leave their community 
and the land where their families have 
lived for years. Many Houma have been 
fishing for generations, while others work 
for the oil companies on tugboats and 
barges.  The land is the source of their 
livelihood, and a part of who they are as a 
people. To illustrate the importance of the 
land to her tribe, Brenda told us two sto-
ries of her visits to an island which, like 
much of the land along the bayous and 
inhabited by the Houma, is disappearing 
because of erosion and rising sea levels. In 
her first story, she told us about an upper 

to middle class man that she met who 
owns a vacation home on the island. When 
she spoke to him, he claimed that the most 
recent hurricane ‘was not bad at all’ be-
cause his vacation home, which was raised 
off the ground by stilts and was built to 
withstand the devastation of hurricanes, 
had not been harmed. Brenda had to re-
strain an urge to put this man in his place 
as she thought of all of the suffering and 
homes that had been lost in her own com-
munity. Because the Houma have histori-
cally been so oppressed and discriminated 
against, they do not have the resources to 
hurricane-proof their homes and maintain 
their communities. 

 During another trip to the same 
island, Brenda was invited into a home 

which was still damaged from one of the 
hurricanes. The old Houma man who 
owned the house was on his deathbed, and 
instead of dying in the hospital, he chose 
to spend his last days in his home, sur-
rounded by friends and family. He died 
that same afternoon, on his land, in his 
home, where he belonged. 

 Because the land is such an im-
portant part of Houma identity, as chief, 
Brenda tried to secure funding to establish 
mitigation measures to help prevent land 
loss and keep her community together. 
When she acquired a grant to mitigate 
erosion, the terms of the grant changed, so 
that instead of receiving the funds directly, 
the Houma people would have to get it 
through their respective parishes. Brenda 
knew immediately that the individual par-
ishes would never provide her people with 
those funds because the local governments 
still discriminate against the Houma. 
Without resources and support, the Houma 

cannot protect their own 
land and will be forced 
to disperse. As they are 
displaced, they will not 
only lose their land, they 
will also lose their com-
munity as they relocate 
to new areas. The 
Houma tribe is not even 
recognized as a Native 
American tribe by the 

national government, and has thus re-
ceived no compensation for their current 
and past suffering. 

 Therefore, while natural disaster 
is a key component in the displacement of 
the Houma, this loss of land and commu-
nity could at least be postponed if the fed-
eral or state governments provided support 
and funding. The Houma, however, are 
continually ignored and they do not re-
ceive the resources that they need to sur-
vive as a people. Thus, they must face 
discrimination and suffering alone as they 
continue the fight for federal recognition. 

 The citizens of the Lower Ninth 
Ward, like the Houma people, are histori-
cally oppressed, and are suffering from 
both displacement and a feeling of aban-

The Intersection of Land and Race: A Comparative Analysis 
Between the Displacement of the Houma Tribe and the Citizens of 
the Lower Ninth Ward 

“The old Houma man who owned the house 

was on his deathbed, and instead of dying in 

the hospital, he chose to spend his last days in 

his home, surrounded by friends and family. 

He died that same afternoon, on his land, in 

his home, where he belonged.” 



the African-American community is suf-
fering more than the white community 
next door. These are both largely working-
class communities, so rather than being a 

resource dispar-
ity, it is primar-
ily a problem of 
racial discrimi-
nation. Addi-
tionally, the 
Lower Ninth 
Ward is part of 
the city of New 
Orleans whereas 
Chalmette is in 
St. Bernard 
Parish. Accord-
ing to Mack, the 
differing states 
o f  t h e s e 
neighborhoods 
are due to the 
support of the 
local govern-
ments (or lack 
thereof). He 
noticed that 
local officials 
participated in 
the town-hall 
meetings in 

Chalmette, but they were noticeably ab-
sent in the Lower Ninth Ward. Without 
governmental resources and support, the 
Lower Ninth has no chance of reestablish-
ing itself, and the community will forever 
be displaced. 

 Thus while natural disasters 
have played a role in the displacements of 
the Houma community and the Lower 
Ninth Ward, and are continuing to do so, 
racial discrimination and a lack of govern-
mental support are fracturing these com-
munities even further. Although these 
people are more attached to their land and 
sense of community than most Americans, 
having inhabited the same space for gen-
erations, they are the ones who are forced 
to relocate. Without governmental fund-
ing, their land will be overtaken by upper-
middle class whites who have the neces-
sary resources to rebuild, mitigate land 
loss, or construct hurricane-resistant 
homes. This is the same privileged group 
of people who historically took the land 
and lives of Native Americans and who 
enslaved African-Americans. And so we 
see our historical legacies of oppression 
follow us into the present. 

donment. The Lower Ninth Ward is a 
largely African-American, working-class 
neighborhood in New Orleans, which 
experienced mass-displacement in the 
after-math of 
Katrina. Before 
the storm, it was 
known for high 
levels of crime, 
but it also had the 
highest rate of 
home-ownership 
in the city of New 
Orleans. The 
community con-
sisted of families 
and houses that 
had been passed 
down from gen-
eration to genera-
tion. Everyone 
k n e w  t h e i r 
neighbors. It was 
not Katrina itself 
which destroyed 
this community; 
the storm never 
actually hit New 
Orleans. Shortly 
after the hurri-
cane had passed, 
the levees broke, flooding the Lower 
Ninth and other neighborhoods. This was 
the first sign of governmental neglect. If 
the levees had been more structurally 
sound, which they should have been, the 
Lower Ninth would now be largely un-
changed. Some theorize that the govern-
ment purposefully blew up the levees. 
While this theory may sound extreme, it is 
not without precedent. During Hurricane 
Betsy in 1965, the government reportedly 
used explosives to blow up the levee so 
that the Lower Ninth Ward would flood, 
saving the rest of the city. No matter how 
the levee actually broke after Katrina, the 
fact that it broke reinforced the prevalent 
belief among the Lower Ninth Ward citi-
zens that their government did not care 
about them. 

 The events following the disas-
ter, and the state of the neighborhood now, 
almost six years later, further prove how 
the Lower Ninth has been abandoned by 
all levels of government. When the people 
of this neighborhood were evacuated, they 
put adults and children on different buses, 
splitting up families. It took many families 
months to find each other. They also had 

no say in where they would be relocated 
and were not even told where they were 
being taken. As a result, the people of the 
Lower Ninth are now scattered all over the 

country. Most of them, even if they desire 
to return, do not have the means. Others 
have chosen to stay where they are be-
cause they do not want to take their chil-
dren back to the awful school systems. 
Some who do want to return to their 
neighborhood have no way of knowing if 
their house has been torn down or re-
appropriated by the state. 

 Thus, unlike the rest of New 
Orleans, six years after Katrina, the Lower 
Ninth Ward still has largely not been re-
built. Mack, the founder and director of 
The Village Community Center told us 
that 75% of his community still has not 
returned. You can feel the abandonment 
when driving through the Lower Ninth; it 
resembles a ghost-town. In comparison, 
Chalmette, a white, working-class 
neighborhood just a couple of miles down 
the road, in St. Bernard Parish, is com-
pletely rebuilt despite the fact that it suf-
fered even worse damage from the flood. 
They have restaurants, a Wal-Mart, and a 
beautiful new school. The disparity be-
tween these two neighborhoods runs along 
both racial and governmental lines. It is 
not a coincidence, or even surprising that 

“ON   LEARNING,  SERVICE  AND  LEADERSHIP”  P AGE  29  

The hands of a high school student working at Our School at Blair Grocery in the Lower Ninth Ward 
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“Don't cry for me... 
  

says the city who has cried enough for their people 
crying tears that were meant to be shed years before 

but stifled; such injured spirits amongst the poor 
spirits like seeds that need to be watered 

instead they've been broken, neglected & slaughtered 
taking each other’s lives, not seeing their value, 

failing to make paper from the trees that surround you 
those trees, my people, are much like you 

so beautiful, so unnoticed, and so often misused 
cut you down, every day we cut you down 

saying we will tend to your stump some day 
but we forget and never water you like we've promised 

I am sorry, for I too, am guilty. 
I won't cry for you- I say, because I am too busy crying for myself 

I think of the ways I've failed you every day 
I see you on the news and choose to look away 

I blame it on my disability to watch you suffer and hurt 
you remind me of the home plate, during the game, that's covered 

with dirt. 
before the "big game", they dust you off, clean you up & make you 

look pretty 
but afterwards, you're dirty again, and when it comes to help, you 

don't receive any. 
I'm sorry- I can only forgive myself once you've forgiven me 

oh city, my city, please forgive me.” 

-Cheleah Jackson 

“Keep the door unlocked and the light turned on.”  

-Mack McClendon 


