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Houma, Louisiana—Main Street and Park Avenue run through the main drag of Houma, a
town in southern Louisiana with a population that hovers just above 33,000 people1. The streets
hug either side of the Bayou Terrebonne, a river that snakes down the rest of the state before
emptying out into the Gulf of Mexico. Main and Park are lined with restaurants and hotels and the
local schools. There’s a baseball game going on when I arrive on a Friday evening.
I’m surprised by how much there is to do in the small community. Later, Pete LeBeouf, a
college student from the area, will laugh at this comment. “People are always surprised when
there’s actually people out here in the Bayou. All of those ‘gater hunting shows? Makes us seem
like the only people who live out here are crazy rednecks.”2
I check into my hotel, located just off Main Street, and offer a smile to the woman dressed
in white button-down shirt and black slacks who checks me in. It’s late, and she can tell I’m
exhausted, “Here on business?” She says when I ask if I can pay with the Department of American
Studies purchasing card that made the hotel reservation.
“Sort of. Research. I’m a student at the University of Alabama.” I say as she hands me my
key card.
“Ah. I assume you’re going down to the Bayous then?”
I nod. I don’t press, but I can only assume I’m not the first university-affiliate to come stay
at the Fairfield Inn in Houma with the intention of driving down to the five Bayous that stretch out
like twisted fingers into the lower Mississippi River: Montegut, Chauvin, Dulac, Lafourche, and
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Pointe-au-Chien, my destination3. The Fairfield Inn was still about half an hour away from Pointeau-Chien, but once one gets further into southern Louisiana, hotels are replaced by camper comefor-the-weekend parks. I, unfortunately, don’t own a camper. And, I imagine, neither do many of
the researchers that come to Houma looking to get answers about climate change.
4

It’s become one of the most topical environmental areas of study in recent years and has

infiltrated nearly every aspect of media, from academic conferences dedicated to discussing long
term studies on global warming to Lil Dicky’s viral song and music video “We Love the Earth.”5
In 2019 it’s well known that eventually we will all be impacted by climate change, a threat that
feels distant when pitted against the more pressing concerns of terrorism and taxation. But for
Houma and the five Bayous that stretch from it, climate change and the land loss that stems from
it has become something no one can ignore.
In the last eighty
years, the Louisiana coast
has lost over 2,000 square
miles of land due to rising
sea levels linked to climate
change6. The loss of land
has become so severe that
the southern state loses a football field of land every one hundred minutes.7 New Orleans is still
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recovering from the devastating impact of Hurricane Katrina almost fifteen years ago.8 Now, it has
the Gulf of Mexico knocking at its backdoor, a constant reminder of what kind of devastation
another round of hurricanes and flooding could bring to the city of almost 1.2 million9. It doesn’t
help these anxieties to know that the rapidly changing climate has also been linked to a rise in
natural disasters. The long list of hurricanes Gulf states have endured in more recent years—Ike,
Gustav, Harvey, Matthew, Irma, Michael—has acted as some of the most convincing evidence
that things aren’t getting better for these states. They’re only getting worse.
In the last decade, the Coastal Protection and Restoration Authority has built over 60 miles
of barrier islands and 297 miles of levee with the intention of stemming flooding and the impacts
of ocean storms away from the coast.10 However, Anya Groner of Orion reports in her article
“Between Worlds” that “if more measures aren’t taken another 1,750 square miles—an area larger
than Rhode Island—will give way by 2064.”11 The 2017 Louisiana State Master Plan has estimated
that the state will see the highest sea level rise in the nation, a predicted two feet over the next fifty
years.12 In the same year, Governor John Bel Edwards declared a state of emergency for
Louisiana’s coast in response to the predicted loss.13
Pointe-au-Chien, the fifth Bayou that trails out from Houma, is the ancestral home of the
Pointe-au-Chien Indian Tribe, or PACIT. The tribe has just under 700 members and inhabits both
the Terrebonne and Lafourche Parishes14. The small French-speaking community is recognized by
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the state of Louisiana but has struggled for decades to try to obtain federal recognition due to some
gaps in records of leadership and incorrect writings of 20th century researchers who attempted to
complete anthropological studies of the tribe15. However, the biggest concern for the tribe has
consistently been the land loss that has resulted in acres of their historically-held land eroding
away: their community is literally disappearing.
I’m here to learn about how the loss of land is impacting the culture of PACIT and their
community holistically, beyond just what it means to physically have land washing away. I’ll be
interviewing members of the tribe in the next few days to get a sense of how they are thinking
about the loss.
That night, I get a pizza. It feels wrong, somehow, with the countless seafood restaurants
all boasting the freshest shrimp, crabs, and fish around that popped up on my Yelp app when I
searched “quick dinner.” But, funnily enough, Houma has the same Americanized Italian
restaurant that I grew up eating in my hometown: Apex, North Carolina. It sparks a distinct feeling
of nostalgia, and, even though I go to sleep that night in a bed I don’t recognize in a state I’ve
never been to with stacks of consent forms and ideas for interview questions stuffed inside of my
backpack, it feels a little bit like home.
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Ponchatoula, Louisiana—The next day I have an hour’s drive to Middendorf’s, a

waterside restaurant specializing in fried catfish. It has been promised as the perfect place for an
interview with Pete LeBeouf, a twentysomething student at Southeastern
Louisiana University who is a member
of PACIT and grew up in the
community. When I arrive, I get
distracted taking pictures. Despite the
German-sounding name, it’s a typical
beachy restaurant, looking well-loved
framed by the cloudless sky. Nearby is a deck that allows patrons to eat against the picturesque
backdrop of the still water just a few yards away. Pete emerges from the deck to shepherd me to
where he had already gotten us a table.
We order and start chatting. He’s talkative, his light southern drawl filling the table with
stories about his weekend and how, despite Middendorf’s being known for its catfish, I should
really order the shrimp. And poppers, a breaded shrimp ball to be dipped in a creamy jalapeno
sauce.
“So you’re here to talk about Pointe-au-Chien.” He says, finally circling back to the
reason why I texted him at the prompting of his aunt, Ms. Christine Verdin who I had a meeting
with the next day, “What do you want to know?”17
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I quickly produce my list of interview questions which had been folded up into my purse
until now, “Really, I just wanted to hear more about where you grew up. You can talk as much or
as little as you feel comfortable doing.”
He laughs, something that rings through the whole restaurant, “Oh no, with me you’re
going to get a whole damn story. But that’s going to be most of the people you ask down here
because, trust me, we like to talk.”18
He tells me he’s studying environmental biology. Even though he lives in Hammond,
Louisiana for school, he plans on going back to Pointe-au-Chien after he graduates with the intent
to use his education to help fight land loss in his community, “I’m like Shrek,” he explains, “I want
my swamp. I love my peace and quiet. I love just being in the water. That is where I belong.”19
And the Pointe-au-Chien Bayou allows him to do just that. Everyone in the community fishes and
shrimps and crabs. It’s the lifeblood of the township and PACIT, in which most members have
boats and rely on shrimping and crabbing to at least supplement their annual earnings, if not
provide the sole income for their household.
LeBeouf says he grew up on boats, “I don’t even remember [the first time I was on a
boat] because I was still that young of a baby. My dad used to take us when we were two or three
years old, wrap us up in a blanket, throw us in the boat, just so that he could get an extra limit of
ducks.”20 The LeBeoufs, along with being avid crabbers, also loved duck hunting. They go out
into the swamps on mud boats and wait to catch some of the many ducks that migrate south during
the winter, “I’d be in the bottom of the boat, and I would just sleep. You could put a shotgun to
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my head, right by my ear, and pull the trigger and I will not wake up. That’s… that used to be the
life.”21
“Used to be? I ask, taking a bite of my shrimp. He was right. I couldn’t imagine the catfish
could be any better than this.
“Yeah.”
For LeBeouf and the rest of the PACIT, the land was more than just the place their ancestors
happened to settle on. Living in one of Louisiana’s Bayous, complete with the sweltering, 100%
humidity and ninety-degree summers, was a way of life. It was what LeBeouf grew up knowing.
He explained, though, that he’s seen his community change a lot, even in the twenty odd years
he’s been alive.
“Duck hunting down here is crap [now]. It changed around the same time as Katrina, Rita,
all that stuff. All that saltwater that came in killed a lot of the grass that the ducks feed on.”22 The
impacts of Katrina and Rita, and Gustav and Ike three years later, hit Pointe-au-Chien hard. The
land was washed with salt water, making it impossible for tribal members to plant traditionally
maintained gardens and impacting the hunting, shrimping, and crabbing in the area.23
The hurricanes also hit the barrier islands hard, a string of small land masses that sit parallel
to Louisiana. According to NPR, “the name ‘barrier’ describes how these islands protect natural
and human communities against ocean storms.”24 As the name suggests, these islands act as a
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barrier against the worst of severe storms and natural disasters, like hurricanes, so the mainland
remains protected from the brunt of the force. Most of these islands are also seeing the impacts of
sea level rise: the U.S. Geological Survey reports that some estimates predict they will have eroded
away completely by the end of the century, which means ocean storms will only continue to hit
the Louisiana coast—and Pointe-au-Chien—harder.25
For LeBeouf, losing the barrier islands means more than just coastal protection. When I
ask about what he remembers most from growing up in Pointe-au-Chien, he gives me a sad smile,
“This is where I’m going to kind of get sentimental.”26 He starts describing Timbailer Island, a
barrier island off the southeastern coast of the state. He tells me it’s one of the last ones that’s still
“kind of out there,” but it used to be much larger than the small strip of land that exists today.27
28

“My family has a house boat, and, every summer, we have been going out to Timbailer
Island, and we spend weeks out
there at a time. We go fishing,
we go to the beach, we just hang
out and enjoy time there. But
that island is almost gone. The
entire barrier island in my
lifespan,

I

have

seen
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disappear. It has been eroded away.”29
He talks about the island, how the docks he used to play on when he was little are now
two feet underwater, and the beaches he spent weeks on with his family were eroding away. How
now, even though his family still goes back to the island sometimes, it’s mostly just for fishing.
The way LeBeouf talks about Timbalier Island, it’s clear he’s talking about more than just a
favorite childhood vacation spot. Instead, he’s talking about an extension of his home, a place full
of memory and knowledge and history of his family and his community. It’s mostly been washed
away into an ocean that now creeps closer and closer to the place where his family history is
weaved inseparably into the earth they’ve lived on “since the dawn of time,” as LeBeouf puts it.30
In Keith Basso’s book Wisdom Sits in Places, he explores the connection to the land that
Apache tribes have in the southwestern United States. After spending decades with the community
of Cibecue on the Fort Apache Indian Reservation in Arizona, Basso quotes Dudley Patterson, a
member of the Cibecue community, in saying “’Wisdom sits in places. It’s like water that never
dries up. You need to drink water to stay alive, don’t you? Well you also need to drink from places.
You must remember everything about them. You must learn their names. You must remember
what happened at them long ago. You must think about it and keep on thinking.”31
While Patterson spoke on the importance of land in the Apache community in Arizona,
I can hear his words being echoed in the way that LeBeouf speaks about Timbalier Island and
Pointe-au-Chien. For many Native American tribes that exist throughout the country, the land that
they live on is more than just a home. It is the root of their culture, their generational knowledge,
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their identity. It’s hard to understand if one isn’t a part of a community where the place is just as
important as the people.
Basso retells an Apache story in his book about the Gad ‘O’ááhǹ people. He describes a
group of people who planted corn in a field with a sole Juniper tree, which they named Juniper
Tree Stands Alone. When they return to harvest their corn later in the season, they are shocked,
“There is so much corn! There is corn in abundance! They are excited and happy… ‘Juniper Tree
Stands Alone has looked after us.’32
“Later, their leaders are talking: ‘…These fields look after us by helping our corn to grow.
Our children eat it and continue to live. Our corn draws life from this earth and we draw life from
our corn. This earth is part of us! We are of this place, Juniper Tree Stands Alone. We should name
ourselves of this place.’”33 Gad ‘O’ááhǹ translates to Juniper Tree Stands Alone People.34 For the
Gad ‘O’ááhǹ People and the generations of descendants that continue to work the land of Juniper
Tree Stands Alone, the land became more than just a place that allowed them to farm corn. It
became the distinct essence of how they were a community. Hundreds of years spent working the
field translated into the land being embedded with the cultural wisdom and ancestral knowledge
of the tribe.
For Pointe-au-Chien to lose their physical land meant they were losing a part of
themselves as well.
Before we leave lunch, I ask LeBeouf what the plan is. What happens when their
community inevitably erodes away?
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“I don’t really know.” He says, walking me to my car, “But right now we’re trying to
fix it as much as we can so that way the next generation can actually have a home. Have a place
where our family’s been. To know: this is where we are.”35

Pointe-au-Chien, Louisiana—When I see Christine Verdin, she immediately wraps me
up in a hug. We’re communicated over email and phone for the past few months, and this is the
first time we’ve met face-to-face.
“So you met Pete yesterday?” She asks as she leads me up the steep wooden steps to the
Pointe-au-Chien tribal building.36 It’s on
tall stilts, just like the rest of the small
township of Pointe-au-Chien, a constant
reminder of the creeping water on either
side of the narrow road that winds all the
way from the highway to the Pointe-auChien Marina.
“Yes! He was so helpful. I’m really excited to talk to you today.” Inside, the building looks
reminiscent of a bee hive. The walls and floor are lined with light wood and the ceiling a curving
honeycomb, giving the gray tables and chairs that fill the room a dull yellow glow. We sit down
and start talking about my trip so far, how she’ll have to show me the marina after the interview
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and take me down to the Island—the Isle de Jean Charles, a small community just south of Pointeau-Chien that eroding away at an ever-increasing speed.
Christine is warm and welcoming, with dark hair that falls past her shoulders. She’s an
instructional coach at Montegut Elementary, and I can tell why: she’s animated and excited to talk
about anything, her voice echoing in the empty room we’re sitting in. Christine is Pete’s aunt and
a member of one of the big families of PACIT. Despite living in Bourg, a town a few miles inland
from where she grew up in Pointe-au-Chien, she tells me quickly that she wants to return as soon
as she retires from teaching.
As we chat, the building becomes a revolving door for different members of Christine’s
family: Uncle Jake come first, talking about his time crabbing this season and how, next time I’m
in town I’ll have to come out on his boat. Two of Christine’s aunts come as well—Esther and
Shirley—who talk about cousins and nephews and nieces, and I’m reminded of how tight knit Pete
described his community as the day before, “Literally down there, if you ask anybody for anything
they will try to help you as best they can. Even if they can’t actually help you, they’ll still try. It’s
a great place.”37
Eventually, Ms. Esther Billiot and Christine sit down with me to start the interview. When
I start asking them about growing up in Pointe-au-Chien, I can tell the immediate wave of nostalgia
that hits. Christine tells me about playing in her grandma’s back yard, “She had a lot of animals,
cows and pigs and chicken and ducks and lots of trees. She had her own garden, and whatever they
ate came from there.”38
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She tells me about how much

property used to be on what is now a tiny
peninsula, “We called it the woods because
there were trees everywhere. Not like now
where the property ends because the water
beings. We were able to go deep into the
woods to play.”40 Christine recounts all the
small waterways that she remembers being able to hop over or use a pirogue, a long narrow canoe,
to cross that now she must drive to safely travel over.
Esther has similar stories, “Growing up, we played in the trees and the tall grass. We had
vines and we made little houses. We swam in the Bayou. It was nice. We sat on the porch. It was
different. I miss that.”41
Christine pipes in, “My grandma would go pick beans or peas or whatever and everybody
would gather on the porch and fix them together.”42
“Then she would cook and we’d all eat. You know, you raise your chickens, your hogs,
cattle, everything was homegrown. It wasn’t bought from the store.”43 Esther talks about the
woods, too, and how she used to be scared to walk up to one of the grocery stores in the community
when she was younger because she had to walk through a dense forest to get there. “I was so scared
to walk that way—it was like nighttime, with all the trees.”44
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As they talk, I ask them if they miss the subsistence community that Pointe-au-Chien used
to be, and they both talk about how, when they were younger, if Pointe-au-Chien was completely
cut off from town—in this case, Houma, where I was staying—they could have been totally selfsufficient.
Christine says that land loss has made that impossible today, however:
“It’s affected everything. It’s affected our trees, our gardens, because, like [Esther] was
saying, it was all forest down here. And now, there’s not many. They had a bunch of oak
trees, cypress trees. There are not many left at all. You can’t raise cattle and pigs because
there’s no room for them. The way my grandparents lived on the land, nobody does that
anymore. You can’t do that here, even if you wanted to.”45
Researcher Glenn Albrecht in his 2012 article “The Age of Solastalgia” defined the term
“solastalgia” as “an emplaced or existential melancholia experienced with the negative
transformation (desolation) of a loved home environment.”46 In other words, it’s the idea of
missing one’s home environment after it’s been destroyed. Despite having lived in and around
Pointe-au-Chien their entire lives, there was a distinct tone of mourning in the way that Esther and
Christine spoke about their community from years ago. The way their tribe had existed for
hundreds of years had been wiped away in the past several decades because of the rapidly eroding
land that they had grown up on.
For Pointe-au-Chien and the rest of the southern Louisiana, climate change is only partially
responsible for that erosion. The two biggest industries on the Gulf of the state are seafood and oil.
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According to The Advocate, the energy production industry employed almost 45,000 people in
Louisiana and pays $4.3 billion annually to those employees.47 While most of that money is given
to those in upper management, most people in coastal Louisiana communities either are or know
someone employed in the oil or gas field.
However, the oil industry has essentially cut up the land on the coast of the state, carving
out narrow waterways throughout towns like Pointe-au-Chien in order to allow for easier
transportation of machinery into the Gulf.48 However, because of the rising sea levels and constant
erosion of the land, the streams have grown into large, fast-moving rivers that only make land loss
worse in those communities. Christine explained, “You have all of these little, I don’t know how
wide, waterways, and now they’re huge. Like a Bayou. Because little by little they started growing,
and it just erodes the land continuously.”49
These cuts into the land are what’s causing one of the tribe’s historic mounds to erode.
These large earthen mounds were built for ceremonial purposes by Pointe-au-Chien tribal
ancestors and helps connect their community to their family members who lived on this land
hundreds of years prior.50 The tribe has recently received grant money to put oyster shells on the
mound to help prevent further erosion. 51 While they know it won’t stop the water from coming in
eventually, they are hoping it will at least allow them more time to figure out what their next step
is.
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As we wrap up the interview, I ask the most basic question that has been driving my

research the past two years I have been working on it, “Would you say your tribe, your community
has a relationship to the land that they’re on?”
Their answer comes

immediately and

synchronously, “Yes.”53
“How do you think things would change if
you were forced to relocate because of land loss?”
“Our people have already said they wouldn’t
[relocate]. They’d stay here until there’s water and you have to come here by boat.” Christine
answers.54
I try again, “How do you think your community would change if you moved? I know you
said you won’t, but if, for some reason, you did. How do you think things would change if you
were on different land?”
There’s a long, pregnant pause.
“I don’t know.” Esther says finally, “It’d be pretty hard to survive somewhere else.”55
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Christine continues, “Yeah, because it would truly be a real culture shock to the people

here. Even to the people who don’t live here anymore, because this is still a place where they grew
up and where they come back to.57
Before she leaves, Christine drives me
down to Island Road, a small street that goes
straight through the water to the Isle de Jean
Charles. The Isle is a narrow island and is home to
mostly members of the Isle de Jean Charles Band
of Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw (BCC) Tribe.58
The tribe was relocated to the island after being displaced by Jackson-era Federal Removal policies
and is now considered their ancestral land. However, that land is now being threatened, like Pointeau-Chien, because of sea level rise and erosion. Island Road, the only land bridge from the Isle de
Jean Charles to the mainland, has been flooded so many times that the state has decided the next
time it washes away, it won’t be rebuilt.59
As we drive along the island, Christine counts the homes out loud, trying to remember
how many families live there. “38… 39… 40… Does somebody live there? Yeah, I guess so.
41…” As she counts off, she tells me about the deal that the island community was recently offered
by the State of Louisiana to relocate. According to Julie Dermansky of Desmog in her article “Isle
de Jean Charles Tribe Turns Down Funds to Relocate First US ‘Climate Refugees’ as Louisiana
Buys Land Anyway,” BCC turned down $48 million of federal relocation aid because, as one of
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Dermansky’s sources Chantel Comardelle claimed, “The State has no respect for our culture.”60
The State made numerous changes to the original relocation agreement BCC had decided on,
including purchasing land for the tribe’s relocation without their knowledge.
While Christine tells me about the community and continues to count the houses, I can’t
help but think that the failure of the State to protect the Isle de Jean Charles is one of the reasons
the tribe won’t even entertain the idea of relocating. Not only would they be leaving behind a
central part of their culture, but they would be moved by a government who didn’t seem invested
in them or their heritage.
Before I say goodbye to Christine, she gives me another hug and urges me to come back
soon. “Uncle Jake will take you out on his shrimping boat, and I’m sure you’ll be able to meet
some more of my family, too. We’d love to have you back.”61

Tuscaloosa, Alabama—Christine kept me longer than I was planning, meaning that my
five hour drive back home was spent mostly in the dark. It was okay, though. For miles, the water
rolled past me, the moon reflecting off of the glassy surface. It was so beautiful, even against the
backdrop of the hundreds of cars that joined me on the road. It was hard to think about how much
the ocean was stealing away from the communities that were now far away in my rearview mirror.
It was also hard to ignore the fact that had been weighing me down most of my time in Louisiana:
these weren’t my problems.
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While it was undeniable that climate change would impact me in my lifetime, when
looking at a map of 50-year land loss projections in the United States, my hometown of Apex,
North Carolina wasn’t going to be underwater. It left me with a lot of unease. What was my place
as a researcher who could leave? Who could drive back to the inland community of Tuscaloosa
and, in some ways, put the struggles of Pointe-au-Chien and the Isle de Jeans Charles and the
countless other coastal, majority-native communities out of my mind?
More than that, even if my community was being threatened by land loss, it often felt
like the people of Pointe-au-Chien had more at stake. Ancestral mounds. An indigenous wisdom
and knowledge routed in their land. A culture that relied on the landscape. And the historical legacy
of continually being forced from their land, a cycle that seemed to once again be happening
because of physical land loss.
In her book Decolonizing Methodologies, Linda Tuhiwai Smith, a Maori woman from
New Zealand, spoke about the inherent connection between European colonization and research.
She outlines a list of guidelines in the Maori language for native-based studies:
“1. Aroha kit e tangata (a respect for people)
2. Kanohi kitea (the seen face, that is present yourself to people face to face
3. Titiro, whakarongo…korero (look, listen… speak)
4. Manaaki ki te tangata (share and host people, be generous)
5. Kia tupato (be cautious)
6. Kaua e takahia te mana o te tangata (do not trample over the mana of people)

21

7. Kia mahaki (don’t flaunt your knowledge)”62
This is the part of the story where I offer a solution. Where I offer an answer to how to
protect the native held lands on the edge of our country, an easily explained, previously unseen
path to a beautiful end to the Pointe-au-Chien land loss concerns. But there isn’t one. Or at least
not one that I, an undergraduate student, can come up with alone.
I did not travel to southern Louisiana to find a solution. I traveled to Louisiana because
there is a critical crux at the intersection of Native American Studies and Climatology that isn’t
understood, isn’t emphasized, and isn’t prioritized. My goal going into this project was to further
understand what it means for Native communities to lose their land, and I got a small glimpse into
that. As I talked with Pete and Christine and Esther, I saw a sliver of insight into what it means to
not be able to drive away, to not be able to simply relocate and try out some place new. Insight
into the only place in the world where you feel at home disappearing before your eyes.
However, that does not mean the answer is to simply listen more to the native tribes
facing land loss. In Shepard Krech III’s book The Ecological Indian, he claims the idea that Native
Americans are the answer to our environmental and ecological problems if we just listened to their
magical, all-powerful indigenous wisdom is a falsified and harmful stereotype that often leaves
the burden of environmental change on the shoulders of those seeing the worst impacts of it.63
Native peoples should be given more seats at the table, but not be expected to have the answer by
themselves.
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After I return, I send thank you emails to Pete, Christine, and Esther. A couple days
later, Christine responds.
“I’m glad you enjoyed our visit and I’m looking forward to visiting with you soon.”
A few days earlier, at the end of my interview with Pete LeBeouf, I asked him if there
was anything else he wanted to share about his community and land loss.
“You really just got to come see it for yourself You really want to know it? You got to
come see the people. You got to come talk to them. You got to actually be here to see it because
everything they tell you, most of it ain’t right… What I can say and what I can show are two very
different things.”64
And I know the single thing I’m most confident on as I park my car at my apartment
complex at midnight that night is that I need to learn more. I need to talk to more people. I need to
understand more. I need to go back.
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