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ABSTRACT The Fazendeville Village was a residential community founded during the Reconstruction era in 1867 on the land where

the Battle of New Orleans (1815) was fought during the War of 1812 in what is now Chalmette, LA. The entire community was displaced

and their homes were razed in 1964 to provide more land for the National Historical Park to commemorate the battle. Most of the

residents moved to the Lower Ninth Ward in New Orleans and now, 42 years later, they are displaced again and their homes (those that

are still standing) will be razed because of the devastation of Hurricanes Katrina and Rita and the floods. Previous research has proven that

vernacular networks affect the exodus, return, recovery, and rebuilding of certain communities after traumatic situations. In this study,

I suggest that in the Fazendeville community during past trauma, the maintenance of cultural livelihood was caused by communality,

spirituality, and traditionality. In addition, I propose that these are also the vernacular networks that are catalyst for community renewal

and empowerment—after hurricanes, floods, and historic displacement by the federal government. My ultimate goal is to transform

ethnographies into a praxis capable of making the community present and not marginalized or excluded from history and the strategic

plan for rebuilding New Orleans. [Keywords: vernacular networks, sacred landscapes and dual meanings, struggles for representation,

church as catalyst for renewal]

It is the community that cushions pain,
the community that provides a context for intimacy,
the community that represents morality and serves as the
repository for old cultural traditions.

—Kai T. Erikson

“If the church is rebuilt, the people will come back,” as-
serted Reverend Theodore Sanders, the eight pastor of Bat-
tle Ground Baptist Church in the Lower Ninth Ward, on
January 24, 2006.1 Drawing on the pastor’s adamant as-
sertion and three previous reconstruction projects for the
church, there is a large probability that he may be right. In
the aftermath of Hurricanes Katrina, Rita, and the ensuing
floods, many churches were destroyed in the Lower Ninth
Ward, and Battle Ground Baptist Church was one of the old-
est, having its 136th anniversary in November 2004. This
church, along with its largest associated community known
as Fazendeville, has been very resilient in the past, recover-
ing from displacement by the federal government and by
Hurricane Betsy. However, many of the residents that have
been very optimistic in the past are not as sure as Reverend
Sanders is about the recovery of the church and the com-
munity. As everyone is saying, Katrina was different.

Fazendeville was the name of a small settlement of
African Americans nestled on the east side of the Mississippi

AMERICAN ANTHROPOLOGIST, Vol. 108, Issue 4, pp. 765–780, ISSN 0002-7294, electronic ISSN 1548-1433. C© 2006 by the American Anthropological
Association. All rights reserved. Please direct all requests for permission to photocopy or reproduce article content through the University of California
Press’s Rights and Permissions website, at http://www.ucpress.edu/journals/rights.htm.

River levee occupied from 1867 to 1964. It was located
approximately seven miles southeast of New Orleans,
Louisiana, in St. Bernard Parish in Chalmette. Many of the
first residents migrated from the plantations located in the
Mississippi River parishes and were similar to other early
reconstruction period African American communities that
were founded after the Civil War. The community was estab-
lished on the natural levee of the river, a location affording
the highest and driest land in a region that is close to if
not below sea level in some places and subject to flooding.
Formerly known as the Chalmette Plantation, it was here
that Britain and the United States fought the Battle of New
Orleans in 1815, the last battle of the War of 1812. The
community was developed on the battlefield, on a tract that
is now between Chalmette National Cemetery, established
by the U.S. War Department in 1864, and the Chalmette
Monument.

After the Civil War, Jean Pierre Fazende, a freedman
of color and a grocer, divided the land he had inherited
into parcels, which he sold to newly emancipated blacks.
The property was a narrow strip of land that stretched from
the Mississippi River halfway to the St. Bernard Highway.
The unique community of Fazendeville, also known locally
as “the Village,” had been developed, nurtured, and main-
tained by the geographical location of the settlement, the
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social and economic independence of the residents, and
their marginal contact with residents outside the area. The
45 to 50 families constituted a thriving and vibrant commu-
nity. According to the residents, during its almost 100 years
of existence, it had a one-room school that educated com-
munity children through the eighth grade, at least three
churches, two benevolent society halls, two barrooms, and
three grocery stores of different sizes.

When the Chalmette National Historical Park was es-
tablished in 1939, Fazendeville remained in the midst of
the preserved battlefield. “Both National Park Service offi-
cials and local preservationists spearheaded efforts for land
acquisition to reconstruct the established boundaries of
the battlefield. The Battle of New Orleans Sesquicenten-
nial Celebration Commission, created in 1962 by President
Kennedy, was preparing for the celebration” (Peña 2001:25).
Therefore, in 1964 the National Park Service acquired the
Fazendeville residential area through forced purchases and
condemnation, eliminated the structures, and physically
erased the historic community. Essentially, most residents
then moved into the Lower Ninth Ward in New Orleans,
which was right across the parish line, predominantly black,
and affordable. Many of them have continued to live in this
area for more than 40 years. Now, because of the devasta-
tion of Hurricanes Katrina and Rita and consequent flood-
ing, these same people are displaced again.

The residents’ accounts are themselves uniquely valu-
able in enlarging our comprehension of the multifaceted
human dynamics through which communities are con-
ceived, developed, displaced, and renewed. In addition, it
is also important to see how they have endured in spite
of adverse circumstances, spanning both natural and man-
made disasters; specifically, in the case of Fazendeville,
these included ultimate physical removal by the federal
government, and then again, more than 40 years later, by
Hurricanes Katrina and Rita and the floods.

By utilizing ethnographies from before and after
Katrina and Rita, I am examining the community’s re-
silience and cultural modes of coping with historical and
modern day trauma. In addition, I am interested in ver-
nacular networks and how these affect the return, recov-
ery, and rebuilding of certain communities. Essentially, I
am suggesting that in the Fazendeville community during
past trauma the maintenance of cultural livelihood was be-
cause of communality, spirituality, and traditionality. In ad-
dition, I am proposing that these are also the vernacular
networks that are catalysts for community renewal—post
hurricanes, floods, and historic displacement by the federal
government.

Previous research on social networks and hurricanes by
Jeanne Hurlbert and colleagues demonstrates that

individuals’ networks matter in both the preparation and
recovery phases of the storm, over and above the per-
sonal characteristics of the victims and characteristics of
the communities in which they live. They matter for the
amount of informal social support individuals provide
and receive, for their perceptions of the adequacy of so-

cial support, and for their physical and mental health.
[2005:1]

I definitely agree with the fact that networks matter in both
the preparation and recovery phases of the storm, but in the
case of Fazendeville, I have to take issue with the phrase,
“over and above the . . . characteristics of the communities
in which they live” (Hurlbert et al. 2005:1). In many other
cities, this is certainly true, but in New Orleans there are
many examples to the contrary. The Lower Ninth Ward,
the topic for this study, is one exception; specifically, the
Fazendeville community in the Lower Ninth Ward has a
very strong, independent, and resilient character.

This same team of scholars’ study on Hurricane Andrew
illustrates that

in the short-term recovery phase of that storm, individu-
als who received more social support experienced better
physical health and lower levels of depression than in-
dividuals who received less support. Among those who
drew that support from their social networks, stronger
ties—particularly kin ties—and ties to similar others (ho-
mophilous ties) served as key informal support con-
duits. [Haines et al. 1992:225–256, see also 2002; Hurlbert
2005:1]

The research team continues to assert:

Our research also showed that the structure of individ-
uals’ social networks prior to the storm affected the de-
gree to which they activated network ties for help in the
preparation and recovery phases (2002). Individuals em-
bedded in higher-density networks with more gender di-
versity (i.e., a mix of men and women), and networks that
contained higher proportions of men, kin, and younger
individuals activated core network ties for informal sup-
port to a greater degree than individuals embedded in
core networks lacking these characteristics did. [Hurlbert
et al. 2005:1]

Although Katrina was different and expands and com-
plicates the trauma over an indefinite period of time, draw-
ing on the above previous research and the wealth of re-
cent ethnographies from the Fazendeville community, this
study will illustrate the character of one community (past
and present) and show how this community has fared with
historical trauma and displacement. In addition and in spite
of the fact that “Katrina’s victims may find the task of main-
taining their network ties to be taxing, complex, and per-
haps overwhelming in the face of so many other losses and
disruptions” (Hurlbert et. al. 2005:2), there is evidence of
hope and renewal in this community. Only time will tell
how these same vernacular networks will aid in the recov-
ery, renewal, and empowering process. At this moment, we
can only tentatively predict what will happen in the future.

For the first phase of this project, I relied most heavily
on oral histories and ethnographic interviews of residents,
concentrating on the elders first (18 residents). For the sec-
ond phase, I continued to interview elderly residents as well
as those in their middle ages, basically adult children of the
elders (15 residents). Other existing available data on Fazen-
deville was scant, and the majority of it was located in the
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Jean Lafitte National Historical Park Archives. Before the
federal government razed the homes, they were mandated
by official policy to document what they were destroying.
Therefore, there are official correspondences with National
Historical Park Service personnel, government officials, and
residents and their attorneys, as well as photographs.

In the third phase of the project, the post-Katrina–Rita
phase, the collection of data from residents has been more
difficult, because most of them are displaced in various lo-
cales around the United States because of the devastation.
Thus, all the home addresses and telephone numbers I had
had for residents were now defunct. The majority of the
people I interviewed for the first phase, the elderly, aged be-
tween 70 and early 90s, did not have a computer in their
house unless they were living with children or some other
younger relative and none had cell phones. A large number
of those I interviewed in the second phase had comput-
ers and cell phones, however, the computers were all under
water and the cell phones would not hold signals anymore
because towers were down.

Because I was also a relief worker during this devasta-
tion, I knew that it would take a while before people could
be contacted. Most were still being shuffled around from
one shelter to another, struggling with the Federal Emer-
gency Management Agency (FEMA) and the Red Cross and
trying to get settled with family or friends in other locales.
While working with relatives, friends and new acquain-
tances in our shelter, I could not help but think about the
people that I had worked with through the years on so many
research projects in New Orleans, but the people from the
Fazendeville Village, in the Lower Ninth Ward, stood first
on my screen of thoughts.

I wondered if Mrs. Elizabeth Lindsey evacuated safely.
I had interviewed her on her 88th birthday; she is a descen-
dent from one of the first Fazendeville families in the area,
and she and her husband were among the last to hold out
against displacement by the federal government in 1964. I
also wondered if her house withstood the storm. It was the
only house that was moved to the Lower Ninth Ward from
the Fazendeville settlement in Chalmette. I wondered about
the safety of Mrs. Doretha Thomas. She had shared many
traditional healing remedies and practices that people used
in the village along with her Mississippi River baptismal ex-
perience and other celebrations within Battle Ground Bap-
tist Church. In addition, I hoped that Reverend Theodore
Bush had safe passage. He had shared a wealth of stories
with me from the village dealing with racial issues and had
explained how hard it was to be and remain a proud black
man in the early 20th century in St. Bernard Parish. Yes, I re-
membered many of the people, their homes, and their New
Orleans hospitality. They so graciously had let me walk into
their lives and bring up memories that many of them had
suppressed for years. We talked about their beloved village
over iced tea in the summer and hot Community Coffee
in the winter. Now, I was left wondering whether they had
evacuated safely? Were they all right, and what were their
physical and mental conditions following Katrina, Rita, and

the floods? Did they want to and were they going to have
the right to return?

DECLARATION OF TAKING I

The Fazendeville Village that was built across from a pecan
grove lacked any formal legal and political organization
of its own; it had no established cooperative labor group-
ings, and it was not the center of large highly concentrated
commercial activities. However, there was a secular educa-
tional institution, a few voluntary associations, and some
commercial activity. The village itself was enmeshed within
the larger political and societal organization of St. Bernard
Parish and Chalmette, but without significant and separate
representation within these groupings.

Like slave quarter societies on plantations that lined
the Mississippi River, the Fazendeville Village had strong
African and Caribbean components. The families and their
culture constituted a mixture of African, diasporic, and Eu-
ropean cultural elements, all of which combined to create a
unique mode of life and expression. This community, com-
plete with its own folklore and social institutions, was pre-
dominantly oral and aural in its communication. Its ex-
pressions were spoken and heard in an intensely sociable
atmosphere, as the village dwellers carried on their lives in
many face-to-face contacts in the past and even today, al-
beit in different spaces. Some voices are still heard within
these pages that I write.

The common ideological identification of the people
of the village; the informal network of social relations sur-
rounding kin, marriage, and friendship; and the interlock-
ing relationships associated with the activities of churches
and the benevolent associations were all integral to the
functioning of the community. The face-to-face contact of
large numbers of community members at church anniver-
saries, revivals, baptisms, and funerals gave the Fazendev-
ille Village its focus as a vibrant, resilient, and independent
community when it existed on the battleground site be-
tween the Chalmette National Cemetery and the Chalmette
Monument (see Figure 1). This existence lasted from 1867
to 1964 when the U.S. Department of the Interior decided
that this sacred space was needed to expand the National
Historic Park.

On February 7, 1964, Frank J. Barry, National Park
Service Solicitor wrote a letter to the Honorable Attor-
ney General of the United States. An important excerpt
follows:

For use in connection with the administration, protec-
tion, and development of the Chalmette National His-
torical Park pursuant to the act of October 9, 1962 (76
Stat. 755), I have determined that it is necessary, advan-
tageous, and in the interest of the United States to acquire
by condemnation a parcel of land in St. Bernard Parish,
State of Louisiana, consisting of 7.02 acres, more or less,
and described in the exhibits to the enclosed Declaration
of Taking.

This 7.02-acre parcel lies in the heart of the field over
which the historic Battle of New Orleans was fought in
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FIGURE 1. Aerial view of Fazendeville. Fazendeville community is near center, Chalmette monument is bottom left, Mississippi River is
bottom right, the military cemetery is top right, and St. Bernard Parish Road is top left.

January of 1815. Its early acquisition as an entirety is nec-
essary in order to construct a tour road, to erect markers
to interpret the Battle of New Orleans, and otherwise to
prepare for the forthcoming sesquicentennial celebration
of the battle. [Frank J. Barry correspondence to U.S. At-
torney General, February 7, 1964]

Even though the discussions and correspondence on
the proposed addition to the National Park had started years
before, the above excerpt from the letter was the impe-
tus for the displacement of people and the demolition of
their homes in the village. Although the federal government
made official claims to the land and justified its actions
as nationally significant, villagers interpreted the process
differently.

BRACING AGAINST POWER

What follows are some of the residents’ speculations on
the real reason for condemnation procedures and how they

felt about this “government situation.” Mr. Morris Williams
opined:

The only thing that I can remember is Senator Hebert
and Eleanor and Senator Carls and those people, they
had been trying to get that land down there to make that
a park. And so that was coming up. My thinking about
the integration of the school and they might have had to
integrate our children in the schools in the area, ‘cause
they were bussing them from Fazendeville down to Violet
Consolidate. But, they were passing white schools to get
to a black school. I think that might have had some part
to get them out of there. ‘Cause there was too many of
them in there. [interview, April 6, 2002]

Mr. Williams continued, giving another reason:

The people in the land, they were trying to become reg-
istered voters. You’d begin to brace against the power.
They’ll always try to push something down on you to
break you. The people didn’t break because the lawyer
he came down with us . . . a black lawyer. He went down
to the courthouse and he laid down the foundation to

http://www.anthrosource.net/action/showImage?doi=10.1525/aa.2006.108.4.765&iName=master.img-000.jpg&w=514&h=405
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become registered voters. After that, I left because that’s
when I became a registered voter in New Orleans. In 1963.
My family was poor, but we were poor and independent
and my mother’s family was the same way. [interview,
April 6, 2002]

Reverend Theodore Bush explained that

Old Linch [Park Superintendent] said, a few more years,
there will be no more Fazende Village, and he kept it
up. . . . This woman, I don’t know what her name was or
where she was from but this might have been started in
Washington. . . . I am trying to think of that lady’s name.
. . . Mrs. Brown started that in Washington about making
the park . . . and then old Linch he kept it up and he said
a few more years there ain’t gon be no more Fazendeville
and he kept it up. But they ain’t made no park out of it.
[interview, April 13, 2002]

Reverend Sanders had this to say, referring to the same issue,
in a telephone interview:

People from Fazendeville picketed the courthouse [in
Chalmette] in 1963 and protested with signs because they
could not vote. They had to recite the Preamble to the
Constitution or pay poll taxes. So, they were suing the
parish for their right to vote. Now Kaiser Aluminum sold
the property on both sides. So, when it came to the Vil-
lage, the politicians did not defend the Village and al-
lowed the Federal Government to move us out. Frank
Cager, Morris Williams, and Val Lindsey were the last
ones to sell their property. . . . I moved out in 1953 and
there was talk that the Village was going to be sold then.
[interview, July 8, 2002]

From the Reconstruction era until the present, many
African Americans have been inclined to believe that the
government has been insincere in its claimed support for
racial equality. During the history of Fazendeville, the com-
munity did not seem to have much support from its public
officials at several crisis junctures, including gaining voting
rights and desegregating the schools. Because residents were
not informed in the early stages of the process of making
their homes into a federal park, suspicions based on earlier
betrayals led to circulation of rumors. When people do not
have direct official answers from the “authorities” or the
“power structure,” then they began to formulate their own
answers.

When I asked former residents to tell me the approx-
imate time they became aware of the government’s inten-
tions to acquire their property by purchase or condemna-
tion proceedings, most could not remember exactly when
it was. Reverend Sanders mentioned that he left the village
in 1953 and that he heard rumors during that time. How-
ever, most said that they knew about the proceedings about
two years before it happened, but that even then the gov-
ernment still did not disclose the exact time. When I asked
Mrs. Yvonne Dorsey about her earliest knowledge of the
government seizing her property, she replied:

In 1962. We had moved but we would always go back,
but eventually everybody had to leave so they tore all
the houses down with bulldozers. Lindsey was the last to
leave. It was talked about a long time before it happened.
Finally, in September 1964 everyone had to go. It was
very sad. [interview, April 13, 2002]

The residents retained a lawyer in 1962 to help them acquire
more information and to assist them in understanding the
situation and their rights. Below is an excerpt from a letter,
dated September 20, 1962, that an attorney sent to U.S. Sen-
ator Russell Long on behalf of Mr. Eugene Cager and several
other property owners in Fazendeville:

This office has been retained by Mr. Eugene Cager and
several property owners of Fazend Village, Louisiana, to
represent their interest relative to establishment of a new
National Park in their area. These people tell me that
newspaper publications indicate that Fazend Village,
which is located in Chalmette between the National
Monument and the National Cemetery, will be wiped out
as a result of the establishment of this park.

There are approximately forty families mostly negro liv-
ing in this area and they are naturally anxious to know
what they might expect. Since you have sponsored this
bill establishing the park, would you please let me know
whether the park will encompass the area of Fazend Vil-
lage, and, if so, what steps are to be taken in condemning
the property owned by these people. I would appreciate
knowing the present stage of this bill and whether it is
now in committee. Will you please send me any perti-
nent information pertaining to the rules and regulations
by which this property will be condemned and methods
of determining how much these property owners will be
reimbursed. [correspondence, September 20, 1962]

A few other residents said they knew about it back in
the 1950s but they did not have definite evidence, it was
just hearsay. It was very difficult for the National Park Ser-
vice to disclose an exact date for occupation because of the
complex process of determining property titles, and sorting
through legal entanglements. However, regardless of the
length of time for the process, in the interest of fairness,
residents should have had official disclosure as soon as de-
liberations began, or at least as soon as the bill was passed.
The assistant director of the park sent a letter to Senator
Russell Long to respond to his inquiry on the Fazendeville
property on October 8, 1962. It stated, “As you know, S. J.
Res. 60 has been cleared by Congress for the President’s sig-
nature. The National Park Service proposes to acquire all of
the holdings within the Park described in the bill, including
property known as Fazendeville” (correspondence, October
8, 1962).

It could be coincidental that this series of disruptive
events—the desegregation of schools, struggles to regis-
ter to vote, and loss of their land to the government—
happened around the same time. However, the confluence
of events was close enough that it was certainly logical for
villagers to see them as connected. In essence, several res-
idents of the village believed that there was a conspiracy
between the federal government (the Jean Lafitte National
Historical Park and Preserve), the local white politicians,
and some of their powerful constituents in Louisiana and
Washington, D.C., to prevent blacks in the village from
gaining voting rights, going to school with their children,
and maintaining their land holdings on the battlefield. In
essence, powerful whites wanted poor black residents re-
moved from their homes, homes that just happened to be
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located on the sacred battleground of the War of 1812’s Bat-
tle of New Orleans.

At this point in time, many years after these events, I
cannot easily substantiate any of the villagers’ claims, and I
am not sure if enough documentary evidence will ever sur-
face even if they are right. However, these assertions consti-
tuted a satisfactory explanation of events for a number of
former village residents. Forty years later, their rationaliza-
tion for the government taking their land is more feasible
and stronger than ever.

WHAT’S IN A NAME?

Part of the villagers’ consternation arises from different defi-
nitions of what a park is. The villagers’ perceptions of a park
include land with trees, areas to play ball, areas to cook out,
and areas for people to sit in the shade and converse. The
land that was taken from them has none of these amenities;
it is still a grassy field. Consequently, they feel that their al-
legations of more than 40 years ago have validity. Several
residents strongly contend that “they ain’t made no park
out of it.” Mrs. Yvonne Dorsey’s comment illustrates the
point:

The park destroyed all the pecan trees. The pecan trees
was on the front of the Village. The street was in the mid-
dle. It was a field to the right and one to your left, the same
size, the length of the Village. Our houses was on the left
in front of the Monument. The road was where the sewer
[Sewer Treatment Plant] was. Where the church was it was
all pecan trees. They cut all the pecan trees down. It is a
flat field now. They took it for the park. [interview, April
13, 2002]

Mrs. Deloris Theodore Thomas stated:

They bought everybody out and they had to go because
my Mama and Daddy would still be there. And they have
not done anything with it. [interview, August 12, 2002]

Mr. Morris Williams added to the discourse:

They have not done any thing to this place since we
moved out of there. The only thing that they did to this
place is to cut a road from the Chalmette Monument to
run you into the Chalmette Cemetery. But, any improve-
ment or anything else is nothing ever had been done
there since. [interview, April 6, 2002]

In contextualizing the above comments, we actually have
two views or perspectives on what a park is supposed to be.
Villagers saw the government destroying valuable resources
such as the trees and their community; the National Park
Service saw destroying the grove of pecan trees and the com-
munity as necessary for the recreation of the battlefield, and
so they transformed the site into an empty field with no
trees.

When asked what was the response to the acquisition
of the property and did anyone try to fight the government,
Reverend Bush replied:

They ain’t made no park, but one thing they just took
our houses and we ain’t got nothing for them. Now there

was a few of us tried to hold out and a little fellow was
in the cemetery working under Linch said: If the rest of
them did like ya’ll did, you would have gotten way more
money for your land. But they had some . . . they get a
little few nickels and they was satisfied. But we few, we
tried to hold out. [interview, April 13, 2002]

Mrs. Ada Smith recalls:

Well, I know the government told them they had to
move. They did not want to move. Some of the older
people had a meeting and said they was going to fight it
but it did not come to that but the younger people said
let it go. But, all the older ones are dead now. [interview,
April 3, 2002]

Reverend Sanders, in an emotional state, put it aptly:

Even now, I feel that pain. It was a very heartbreaking
time and there was much pain and suffering [emotional].
I think some of the scars and the wounds have still not
healed yet for our parents because that was their home.
Now, it is almost like you don’t have anything to fall back
on, you don’t have anywhere to go or a home to go back
to. And so, it is like a part of us has been cut off and so
it’s a painful experience. Even now, I feel that pain.

It could have been done better, but it wasn’t done that
way. It was done roughshod. The houses were worth
around $20,000 or $30,000 and I don’t think anyone got
more than $7,000 for their house. So, they kind of took
the property away from them. So, I used to could go down
there stand at the end of the road and look down the road
and now the Park Service has literally dug up the road.
[interview, February 24, 2002]

THE LAST STAND

Amidst the paper trail of correspondences housed at the
Jean Lafitte Unit of the National Historical Park and Pre-
serve, I find that the process of eminent domain was not
very smooth; on the one hand, there is evidence of protest
by some of the residents and, on the other hand, some res-
idents thought the government was doing them a favor.

Initially, an order of immediate possession was ob-
tained from the court, but after some deliberation, officials
decided that this was impossible. Therefore, “in this con-
nection, no objection will be interposed to a modification
of immediate possession to permit inhabitants of the parcel
a period of three months to relocate and to remove their
possessions” (correspondence, January 29, 1964). However,
the time was extended for individual cases. Some had to
have time to acquire loans to purchase other property, oth-
ers had to have time for appraisals, some wanted to move
their houses to other sites, and some wanted time to try and
fight the government or to try and get a better price for their
property.

An example of one correspondence follows in an ex-
cerpt from a letter dated September 8, 1963, and written by
the Park Superintendent to the Southeast Regional Director:

Mr. Oliver Bush had told us that he was proceeding
nicely with getting this option signed and for that reason
we gave him some additional time. He informed us last
weekend that all signatures were on the option with the
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exception of Vivian’s whom he would procure the fol-
lowing day. The truth of the matter was brought abruptly
to our attention when we picked the “signed” option up
from him at his station . . . Oliver loudly proclaimed that
they had agreed not to sign and would have to have more
money.

He apparently was unmoved by your paragraph regarding
“preserving this historic land for future generations.” It
was rather a disheartening blow after our hopes had been
continually heightened. It reminded us of one of the first
lessons we learned (perhaps not well enough) when we
began this project. That is, don’t count your options until
they’re signed. [correspondence, September 8, 1963]

The pastor and deacons of Battle Ground Baptist
Church wanted justice, so they wrote the Park Superinten-
dent a letter and he passed the new developments on to the
Regional Director. This excerpt from a letter dated June 18,
1963, describes the situation:

You will be interested to know our colored neighbors
chipped in to accumulate a fund of $25.00 and had ne-
gro integrationist lawyer Touro [Tureaud] out Wednesday
night of last week for a public meeting in the Benevo-
lent Hall. James Lawrence told Lawrence Page that Touro
[Tureaud] told the assembly they had better cooperate if
prices were near reasonable, that it was futile to buck the
Government when it was set on an improvement project.

In hiring the civil rights attorney, Alexander Pierre
Tureaud, the residents were attempting to display some
notion of power to voice their objections. Although their
power symbol did not regain their land, they were able to
hold out long enough to gain more compensation then the
initial offer. The Lindsey heirs played out another more dra-
matic scene documented in a letter dated September 25,
1963, written by the Park Superintendent and addressed to
the Southeast Regional Director:

It was a two hour session in which Val Lindsey lost his
temper and stalked out and the entire confab consisted
of bickering, arguing, and the heirs trying to out shout
one another.

Before Val Lindsey left the gathering, he said that he
would fight it in the courts, regardless of cost and time.
He also said that he would rather wind up without a sin-
gle penny after it was settled than to be pushed around
and offered an unfair price. He said he would consider
the offer on his own house and land when it came, as
a separate deal entirely. However if it was anything like
the other two that we were discussing, he would rather
have nothing than something unfair. The gist of the en-
tire meeting seemed to be that they would all rather have
absolutely nothing and be dragged from their homes bod-
ily, screaming, before they would settle for our offer. It
was impossible to talk sense to them or to try and reason
with them due to the continuous shouting and arguing
among the various heirs. We feel that it would be useless
at this time to try and pursue that particular option any
further. [correspondence, September 25, 1963]

Mr. Val Lindsey and his family knew that the govern-
ment would eventually take the land, but they were able to
maintain their stand until the city evicted the last families.

They moved only after they were able to obtain a just price.
After Mr. Lindsey was satisfied with the compensation for
his land, he said that he would be damned if he would allow
the government to destroy the house. So, he had it moved
to the Lower Ninth Ward on Reynes Street and this is where
the family settled in a different space but in the same house.
Ironically, 42 years later, Valeria Schexnayder, Mr. Lindsey’s
daughter, is fighting for that same family house (as well as
her own) after the devastation of the hurricanes and the
floods. However, there were villagers who thought that the
government did the residents a favor. The following expres-
sion from Mrs. Rose Drew Cager is illustrative:

We weren’t angry . . . about the government buying the
Village. We weren’t angry. All them little raggedy houses
in the Village, people were glad to get in some decent
houses. I don’t know nobody that was angry. . . . It was a
little land that had nothing but raggedy houses and was
a beautiful place to live. [interview, June 5, 2002]

When asked what they wanted people to know and
what they wanted to remember about Fazendeville, Mrs.
Deloris Thomas replied:

I don’t want to remember the hard work and the nega-
tive things. I do want to remember the baseball games,
the baptizings, and all the festivities and good times we
had. Everybody raised everybody’s children. Fazendev-
ille’s children was raised like all the other children should
be raised. [interview, August 12, 2002]

Mrs. Yvonne Dorsey states:

I think the Village was a blessed place because the worst
thing that I saw was a fire. You never heard of so many
murders like we have today. Even when there was a storm
and it flooded, the water would come up to the back of the
Village but would never come into the Village. I always
thought that God was watching over the Village. We had
problems but we also had love. [interview, April 13, 2002]

These voices from the village have some vital things to say
about their sacred space, and, more specifically, they can
promote further constructive engagement with concepts
emanating primarily from their core of life and meaning in
the village. Unfortunately, in the past the sin of omission
and racism has been used to structure the official history
of the United States. Racism is also a powerful tool that de-
fines hierarchy, and it uses symbols of material culture—be
it in the form of statues, monuments, museums, artifacts,
buildings or landscapes—to ascribe past and present mean-
ings (Shackel 2003:16, 18). It is important to illustrate how
the Fazendeville residents served their need to have a sym-
bolic structure to represent where they once lived and to
continue their meaning for home and belonging.

BATTLE GROUND PILGRIMAGE

Because the village was razed in 1964 and the area was offi-
cially established as part of the Chalmette Unit of the Jean
Lafitte National Historical Park and Preserve, the majority
of the former residents do not associate with the site except
in their memories. Only periodically, a few have physically
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returned. Mrs. Rose Drew Cager and her husband Frank
Cager used to take their exercise in the area by walking early
in the mornings. Lloyd and Yvonne Dorsey occasionally
walked in the area. A few have gone back for the annual
January 8th Battleground Commemorative Celebration.
Mrs. Ada Smith comments:

Really and truly, I went for the first time in January [2002].
So, they had a fence and we did not like that. They had
big times when the horses would be stepping we would go
and look. We don’t get together on that day [Decoration
Day] anymore. A lot of things have changed. [interview,
April 3, 2002]

Mrs. Deloris Theodore Thomas also went back recently and
she had this to say:

When I walked through the cemetery, everything started
coming back and this was about forty years. . . . This was
recently. I walked back through the cemetery. I said, oh
my God! Some things I would not want to remember—
hard work. Mama had nine children. [interview, August
12, 2002]

The Battle Ground Baptist Church congregation went
back to their former home site for an anniversary celebra-
tion in 2000. They went to the Chalmette Monument, had
a program, and returned to the church. Many walked, while
others drove their vehicles. This visit to the site represented
a pilgrimage to and from whence they came. David Jacob-
son states that “pilgrimage is the means of meeting the
sacred, or seeking ‘eternal moments’ or monuments that
transcend the present, be they national parks, museums,
or memorials” (2002:161). The pilgrimage that was taken
on that day by the church congregants also symbolized the
village community’s migration across the parish line to an-
other home. Although Mr. Morris Williams said that the dis-
tance traveled was about 12 blocks, it was much longer sym-
bolically. The people were in a sacred context of time and
space, seeking to capture an eternal moment and thereby
memorialize the village. The Chalmette Monument and the
Cemetery meant something to them as reference points for
placing the village in memory, because there was nothing
left at the site but a grassy field. They remember seeing
the Chalmette Monument every day they walked out of
their homes. Now the monument is a memorial marker
for the former villagers to remember where their homes
were.

Even though their community developed on the 1815
Battle of New Orleans site, only two or three people ever
mentioned the War of 1812 or the famous battle, which
eventually caused the National Park Service to raze their
homes in the Village. Therefore, villagers could not care
less about the battle of 1815, but some do identify with and
value the Chalmette Monument that memorializes the bat-
tle. Thus, the Fazendeville residents have transformed the
monument into an icon that they can use to symbolize and
depict a familiar place that they still call home. So, “places
like voices, are local and multiple. For each inhabitant, a
place has a unique reality, one in which meaning is shared

with other people and places. The links in these chains
of experienced places are forged of culture and history”
(Rodman 2003:208). So, it is only fitting that the church
congregants decided to make a pilgrimage back to the Chal-
mette Monument as opposed to the village site, which is
only a grassy field, because of their “frozen identities and
notions of belonging” to this place where they have shared
meanings with others (Nyamnjoh 2006:13). It does not mat-
ter where they go to live, their identities as Fazendeville
residents are frozen. This is certainly the case for Mrs. Eve-
lyn Minor and Mr. Ernest Clark, who both live in Califor-
nia. In their interviews, they speak of the major role the
Fazendeville Village has played in the foundations of their
lives and their sense of belonging. Therefore, the residents
have transformed the Chalmette Monument to represent
and serve their own meanings and notions of belonging to
this sacred place.

DECLARATION OF TAKING II

In many respects, the Fazendeville Village was still alive in
the Lower Ninth Ward until August 29, 2005, when Hur-
ricane Katrina launched a devastating and traumatic event
that New Orleans residents will forever have engraved in
their memories. However, before I examine the effects of
Katrina, I will briefly describe the Lower Ninth Ward and
the Fazendeville Village in the Lower Ninth.

A number of the residents spoke about the village com-
paratively in the past and the present. Whereas their lives
were not exactly the same as in the village setting, they all
agreed that although there were positive aspects in moving
to the city, their overall quality of life was better in many re-
spects in the village. When I asked residents if they felt like
the community was still alive in the Lower Ninth Ward, al-
though in a different space, the responses were varied. Mrs.
Rose Drew Cager answered:

I don’t know because the younger ones they don’t even
remember it too much, you see. And the older ones so few
of us are still living, you see. I talks about it, mostly to my
kids, so they could know we came from Fazendeville. It
was our home and a beautiful place to live. [interview,
June 5, 2002]

Mr. Morris Williams remarked resolutely:

The people out of Fazendeville are prosperous people. Be-
cause, I could tell you, right now, it’s a little village. Right
here in the Ninth Ward, you could call it Fazendeville.
They just moved from Fazendeville . . . on this side of the
street. The majority of those people, those two blocks,
they all out of Fazendeville. . . . My sister-in-law just called
me up, she’s from Fazendeville. [interview, April 6, 2002]

Williams also points out:

I can tell you this, you can start from in the Ninth Ward
from Delery St. on back to Caffin Avenue over, you gonna
find somewhere four or five people from Fazendeville are
living close together, because of that home feeling. They
still have it—family. [interview, April 6, 2002]
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FIGURE 2. Map showing boundaries of Lower Ninth Ward and migration of Fazendeville residents from the Chalmette site to Lower Ninth
Ward. (Map by Charles Flanagan, 2006)

The ethnographies done with the residents from the
village corroborate what several of the residents are assert-
ing. With interviewing 33 residents of the village before
Katrina, I found that 21 were still living in the Lower Nine
(see Figure 2). Therefore, between 1964 and 2005 many res-
idents who had moved into the Lower Nine after the federal
government displacement have remained there in spite of
their progress economically, educationally, and socially. The
thriving and vibrant community of the Lower Nine became
home for most of the Fazendeville residents for more than
40 years, then Hurricanes Katrina and Rita and the subse-
quent floods took a devastating toll on the area. At this
juncture, it is important to know about the Lower Ninth
Ward community before the hurricanes.

IT TAKES A VILLAGE: COMMUNALITY

Originally a cypress swamp, the Lower Ninth Ward, referred
to as “the Lower Nine” by most residents, was the lower por-
tion of plantations that stretched from the Mississippi River
to Lake Pontchartrain. Desperate for property but unable to
afford housing in other areas of the city, African Americans,
who were formerly enslaved Africans, risked flooding and
disease to move in the area. “With greater means and power,
the white population occupied the better-drained sections
of the city, while blacks typically inhabited the swampy
‘rear’ districts” (Colten 2005:77). Finding employment in
the nearby industries was another motivation for settling
in this remote area. Immigrant laborers from Ireland, Italy,
and Germany came here for similar reasons.

http://www.anthrosource.net/action/showImage?doi=10.1525/aa.2006.108.4.765&iName=master.img-001.jpg&w=514&h=451
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TABLE 1. Population of African Americans in the Lower Ninth
Ward, Orleans Parish, and Louisiana

Lower Ninth Orleans
Total numbers (2000) Ward Parish Louisiana
Population 14,008 484,674 4,468,976
Total households 4,820 188,251 1,656,053
Ethnicity

Black 98.3% 66.6% 12.1%
White 0.5% 26.6% 62.6%

(U.S. Census Bureau: 2000a)

In 1897 a Southern railway map showed routes and
connections through New Orleans. Through information
gathered from the Greater New Orleans Data Center, we find
that in 1899 legislation was passed for drainage and pump-
ing systems, but it was not until between 1910 and 1920
that the city installed sufficient drainage systems. The Jour-
dan, Tupelo, and Florida Avenue Canals were constructed
in preparation for the Industrial Canal, which was the main
conduit to connect the Mississippi River to Lake Ponchar-
train in 1923. Of course, this main waterway further isolated
the Ninth Ward community from the city proper.

In the wake of Hurricanes Katrina and Rita, the Lower
Nine is one of the communities that is targeted for major
bulldozing because its location at the lowest part of the Mis-
sissippi River flood plain puts it inevitably in harm’s way.
Neighborhood leaders believe that city officials and their
allies in the development community have been targeting
the Lower Nine for upscale redevelopment for many years.
The national press described the pre-Katrina Lower Nine as
ramshackle, poor, and crime infested. This is not, however,
the full story.

The Lower Nine consists of two distinct neighborhoods,
Holy Cross and the Lower Ninth Ward. Holy Cross is located
between the levees of the Industrial Canal and the Missis-
sippi River and stretches as far down to the east as the St.
Bernard Parish Line and as wide as St. Claude Avenue to the
north. The Lower Nine is bordered by the Industrial Canal
to the west, the Southern Railway Railroad and Florida Av-
enue Canal to the north, the St. Bernard Parish line to the
east, and St. Claude Avenue to the south (see Figure 2).
Table 1 shows the population in the Lower Ninth Ward in
relation to Orleans Parish and Louisiana.

Before Hurricanes Katrina and Rita, the Lower Nine
was a solidly working-class neighborhood with strong fam-
ily ties and a high home-ownership rate of about 60 per-
cent. Homes are often mortgage free because they were
handed down through generations. There was a mix of
well-constructed shotgun cottages and bungalows, with
brick homes and an occasional larger Victorian home fit-
ted along a fine weave of interlocking streets. According to
Mr. Morris Williams, many of the residents from the Fazen-
deville Village bought the land and built their houses with
help from other neighbors, friends, and relatives, as was
the case for his home. In addition, many residents bought
and built additional dwellings for another relative such as
a mother or an adult child, so some families owned more
than one property. The Lindsey family (Val and Elizabeth)

actually moved their home from the Village to the Lower
Nine. Oddly enough, when I was allowed by the National
Guard to view the devastated community, I found that it,
the house formerly located in the village, was one of the
houses still standing after Hurricanes Katrina and Rita and
the floods had run their courses. However, their daughter’s
double shotgun three-bedroom wood-framed house, which
had been next door, had disappeared altogether; only the
concrete front steps remained.

The porches, stoops, and yards of the homes extended
into the streets of the Lower Nine and people walked about,
talked, and visited each other in these spaces. The neigh-
borly community provided the pedestrian-friendly connec-
tions that minimized the need for car ownership. Mass tran-
sit was readily available and within walking distance.

BRACING AGAINST POWER AGAIN

Because of the Lower Nine’s geographic isolation and
working-class majority black resident population, there has
been a history of neglect by city officials. Therefore, inhab-
itants have developed a history of activism starting with
the several African American benevolent associations and
mutual aid societies established to assist many of the area’s
newly emancipated populace during the 1870s. In the pe-
riod between 1862 and 1880, there were 226 African Amer-
ican societies registered, listed in the Signature Books of
the Freedmen’s Bank, or frequently noted in the newspa-
pers (Barlow 1989:183; Blassingame 1973:147).2 Since that
time, civic grassroots groups organized in the Lower Nine
fought diligently to acquire funds and services for the com-
munity. This activism developed more with the fight for
civil rights. As a result of Lower Nine resident activism
and the expertise of a legal team from the National Asso-
ciation for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP),
the school desegregation movement marked New Orleans
as the first deep-South school district to open its exclu-
sively white doors to black children.3 Within the last sev-
eral decades other organizations formed in the Lower Nine,
some exclusively by citizens, like Common Ground Collec-
tive (CGC), and others like the Lower Ninth Ward Housing
Development Corporation, formed with the aid of Congress
after Hurricane Betsy.4 Other organizations with a national
presence that have members in the Lower Nine also have
supported local people on some other fronts. For exam-
ple, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineer’s project to expand
the canal and replace the locks with larger facilities has
been a controversial issue since the 1970s. Because the
Lower Nine will be the neighborhood mostly affected by
the Industrial Canal Lock Project, more prominent national
organizations—including the Association of Community
Organizations for Reform Now (ACORN), American Civil
Liberties Union (ACLU), and All Congregations Together
(ACT)—filed motions to help stop the project; however, all
motions were denied.

Thus, the community of the Lower Nine is not just a
city territory delineated for voting divisions; it is a vibrant
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and active community with a network of relationships that
reveal themselves through conscious actions. Here, the net-
works of people share bonds of mutual concern.

MUSIC, DANCE, AND FEATHERS: TRADITIONALITY

The Lower Nine is a community with many vibrant cultural
traditions and known and unknown artists. The rock-and-
roll legend Antoine “Fats” Domino Jr. continued to be a res-
ident in the Lower Nine when he gained fame. Among his
numerous awards are the Grammy’s Lifetime Achievement
and the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame Awards. The fact that
he still choose to live in the Lower Nine when he could
have easily moved elsewhere speaks to the sense of being
rooted and belonging to a known community. Members of
the Fazendeville community, while still residing in Chal-
mette, were some of Fats Domino’s greatest admirers, as
he played there on a regular basis in the early years of his
career.

Other well-known musicians hailed from the Lower
Nine including the Lastie family, which is one of the largest
and most honored musical families in New Orleans. The
family patriarch Deacon Frank Lastie played trombone and
drums in Lower Nine churches. His sons Melvin, David, and
Walter Lastie also became accomplished musicians. In ad-
dition, the internationally known trumpeter, vocalist, and
bandleader Kermit Ruffins grew up in the Lower Nine. He
cofounded Rebirth Brass Band, is the leader of the Barbeque
Swingers, and occasionally performs with his Kermit Ruffins
Big Band.

However, Errol Chandler, who is not as well known a
musician, was first a resident of Fazendeville then moved
into the Lower Nine. He made two hit records during the
decade of the 1960s—“What Have I Done” and “Lonely
Place.” Because of his recordings, he was quite popular for
a while, but his records fell off the charts and he never
recorded again. However, during my interview with him
on July 10, 2005, he brought out the 45 rpm recordings to
show me and was very proud of his moment of fame.

There are several social aid and pleasure clubs and
Mardi Gras Indian tribes in the Lower Nine, and some resi-
dents are affiliated with both traditions. The social aid and
pleasure clubs parade at least one Sunday during the year
to celebrate each one’s founding anniversary. The mem-
bers, both men and women, parade in uniform or color-
coordinated outfits and regalia with a brass band and usu-
ally many second liners—supporting community members
who dance along and follow the organizations as they pa-
rade through the streets. The Mardi Gras Indians also dress
in colorful suits and usually come out at least three times
during the year—especially on Mardi Gras Day, St. Joseph’s
Day, and Super Sunday. Similarly, they also have their sup-
porting second liners. The members of these organizations
are integral to the social fabric of the Lower Nine commu-
nity. They do not only parade together, they work, play,
socialize, and worship together. In addition, they provide
vernacular networks that were most helpful as support con-

duits before and after the hurricanes and the floods. Again
as another social scientist, observes:

Unlike the case for voluntary migration, in forced migra-
tions nearly everyone leaves but their strategies for leav-
ing depend upon who they can count on for assistance—
private economic resources and social networks or pub-
lic institutions. Social networks not only shaped whether
people evacuated before or after Hurricane Katrina struck
and therefore how they evacuated, they also will continue
to shape how displaced New Orleanians reconstruct their
lives. [Fussell 2006:2]

It is easy, even in the devastation left by the hurricanes,
to understand how the Lower Nine represents the idea of
community and how vernacular networks can assist in re-
covery. Being involved in place-based traditions like the
Black Mardi Gras Indians or second-line clubs can alien-
ate a person in host communities during a period of sanc-
tuary, but as soon as the networks are functioning again,
people have a strong tendency to look towards home. Ac-
cording to the 2000 U.S. Census (2000b), 77.4 percent of
New Orleans residents were born in Louisiana and have
lived there for the majority of their lives. Therefore, it is
understandable why tens of thousands of the 500,000 res-
idents did not evacuate. Of course there are also the issues
of not having a vehicle or funds to help with the migration
process, but the other major factor is that New Orlenians are
more rooted in place with a sense of belonging to family,
neighborhood, and traditional associations than most U.S.
citizens.

UPON THIS ROCK: SPIRITUALITY

Black migration in the United States and throughout the
diaspora was rendered less onerous because of religion. His-
torically and traditionally, religion was an organizing prin-
ciple of the life structure of the community. Black churches
have been the most significant, conservative, and dominant
institutional phenomenon in African American communi-
ties. As C. Eric Lincoln and Lawrence H. Mamiya assert,

The proscriptions of 250 years of slavery, followed by an-
other hundred years of Jim Crow segregation, permitted
only the religious enterprise among black people to be-
come a stable, cohesive, and independent social insti-
tution. As a consequence, black churches have carried
burdens and performed roles and functions beyond their
boundaries of spiritual nurture in politics, economics, ed-
ucation, music, and culture. [1999:92–93]

In the village, Battle Ground Baptist Church was a cen-
tral structure as place of worship, school, forum venue, po-
litical arena, social club, dramatic theater, conservatory of
music, and ritual space for other celebrations and life cycle
rites, including christenings, marriages, and funerals. With
these multiple levels of community involvement located
within the Church, it is no wonder that this was the first
institution to be owned and controlled by and for blacks in
this community, and in many others. W. E. B. DuBois has
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referred to the building of black churches as the “first form
of economic cooperation” among black people (1907:54).
Not only did the church give birth to new institutions—
including schools, banks, insurance companies, and low-
income housing—it also provided an academy and an arena
for political activities, and in addition nurtured young
talent for musical, dramatic, and artistic development
(Lincoln and Mamiya 1999:8). After all, religion is, as Emile
Durkheim (1965) has made clear, a social phenomenon,
a shared group experience that has shaped and influ-
enced the cultural screens of human communication and
interpretation.

The black sacred cosmos, or the religious worldview of
African Americans, is related both to their African heritage
and to their conversion to Christianity during slavery and
its aftermath. In accord with their African heritage, religion
is envisioned as a part of everyday life; therefore most ac-
tivities in the community centered on the church. This was
and is the case for Fazendeville.

The Fazendeville church history, collectively recon-
structed by elderly members and written by Mrs. Doretha
Thomas, was printed in the 1992 program book for the
church’s 124th year anniversary. Battle Ground Baptist
Church was founded in 1868 on Godchaux Plantation in
Chalmette, Louisiana. The first worship service was held
in Morais Sugar Mill, and the site where the Battle of New
Orleans was fought inspired the few members to give that
same name to the church. Reverend John Anderson served
as the first pastor from 1868 to 1872. This same year the
church was moved to a settlement known as Oak Alley,
which was destroyed by fire in 1892. Afterward, the church
was relocated again. The location of its third home was in
Fazendeville. A committee of women who referred to them-
selves as “The Willing Workers” raised the $400 to purchase
the property, and this time, it remained in the same com-
munity for 49 years. In January 1927, the edifice was again
totally destroyed by fire but was again rebuilt in 1928 (see
Figure 3).

After the National Historical Park Service purchased the
church property through condemnation–eminent domain,
the church was relocated and rebuilt on Flood Street in the
lower Ninth Ward of New Orleans in 1964. This area is only
a few miles across the Orleans Parish line from Chalmette.
That same year, Hurricane Betsy came through destroying
the church again, this time by flooding. Once more, the
church was faced with rebuilding, and a few years later, an
annex was added to the original edifice (see Figure 4). In the
church’s 135 years of existence, eight pastors led the congre-
gation. Reverend Sanders, who took over as pastor in 1986,
presently holds the position (Thomas n.d). Battle Ground
Baptist Church has certainly stood the tests of fire, the fed-
eral government, Hurricane Betsy, and flooding prior to the
recent Katrina disaster in 2005, proving that it is definitely
a strong anchor for the community of Fazendeville in the
past and in the present.

Another indication that the church is the focal point
and “rock” of the village is the proximity of the houses in

FIGURE 3. Battle Ground Baptist Church in Chalmette after the
fire—rebuilt. (Source: NPS Archival Photo)

relationship to the church. Although two thirds of the sam-
ple of 33 ethnographies is not an overwhelming amount
when you look at the large picture of an entire community,
it still has validity when we can visually see that most of
the interviewed residents settled and bought land within
two miles around the church (see Figure 2). In a few in-
stances, two people (parent and child) were interviewed in
the same home.

Now, with the current developments of Hurricanes
Katrina and Rita and having been twice flooded, it will be
interesting to observe what happens next with the congre-
gation and the church as focal point, because, with this
disaster, the entire Lower Ninth Ward community on the
lakeside of Claiborne has been displaced. When the breach
occurred in the levee because of the barge, the water
surge was strong and fierce, moving everything in its path.
Houses, churches, and other types of buildings were moved
off foundations, set across the streets, pushed down the
block, and placed on top of vehicles; some were ultimately
and totally destroyed. Of course, with all of this devastation,
there were no public services. Therefore, the probability of
residents returning within the next couple of years is slim,
so this will make it more difficult for the churches to recover,
whether in or out of the Lower Nine.

In sum, the black Baptist church in the village took as
its mission the elevation of the religious, the moral, and

http://www.anthrosource.net/action/showImage?doi=10.1525/aa.2006.108.4.765&iName=master.img-002.jpg&w=240&h=303
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FIGURE 4. Battle Ground Baptist Church in the Lower Ninth Ward after Hurricane Katrina and the floods. The church is a brick shell because
it has been thoroughly gutted. (J. Nash Porter, 2005).

the material condition of the people it served, and for that
it garnered the esteem of its general populace. It was also
one of the associated vernacular networks that facilitated
survival of the community. Because the village was a small
settlement, comprised of approximately 45 families at any
given time, the church was an important center of life. Bat-
tle Ground Baptist Church mirrors the historical processes
of Fazendeville in relation not only to religion but also to
culture, economics, and politics. As the cultural womb of
the community, the church played a central role in the so-
cial, cultural, political, and economical significance and de-
velopment of the village.

Indeed, the church did much to alleviate the burdens of
Jim Crow, segregation, and economic and political oppres-
sion. The Battle Ground Baptist Church had a peculiar place
of institutional primacy in the village, and it served as the
custodian of the community’s most basic societal and moral
values. In the church, the people of Fazendeville continued
their ritual practices. Revivals, baptisms, weddings, funer-
als, weekly Sunday services, Watch Night, Christmas and
Easter services, choir rehearsals, Sunday school, Bible study,
deacon and deaconess meetings, candlelight marches, and
many other group interactions brought segments of the
community together (Jackson 2003).5 These same princi-
ples hold true for the Lower Nine. They do not baptize in
the Mississippi River anymore and they have not had a can-
dlelight march since the church moved from the Fazendev-

ille site to Flood Street, but almost everything else remains
the same. As Mr. Morris Williams pointed out:

Battle Ground Baptist Church is [now] home to the peo-
ple of Fazendeville, because we are people who do not
have a home. Everyone, when you come to a homecom-
ing, you can go back to where you was born or raised
and the people are still living in that community. But,
we don’t have a community to go back to. And the only
place, if you come from New York, Chicago or anywhere
you want to come from, and if you want to see anybody
from the Village you have to come to Battle Ground. So,
therefore that’s what keep the people in close unit to Bat-
tle Ground Baptist Church because that’s the only place
that we can call home. [interview, April 6, 2002]

When former residents come back to visit or for family
reunions and homecomings, they always return to Battle
Ground because it serves as the symbolic space for home.
These gatherings served as a means of reaffirming the exis-
tence of the community as a shared group of people with
kindred experiences.

The displaced residents also face tremendous chal-
lenges to their spiritual lives and they face additional dif-
ficulties. Much of the basic structure of meaning to their
lives has been cast into doubt by their experiences during
and after the 2005 disaster exodus. In the past, members
consciously had to pool resources to re-create the religious
institution that serve as the focus of community activities.

http://www.anthrosource.net/action/showImage?doi=10.1525/aa.2006.108.4.765&iName=master.img-003.jpg&w=514&h=311
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Without a strong community base, the recreation of a func-
tioning religious community is not possible. As they re-
construct their lives in another environment, some have
complicated adjustments to make. Even though Reverend
Sanders, pastor of Battle Ground Baptist Church, has set-
tled into another community in Montgomery, Alabama, he
is still worried about his congregation. In a telephone con-
versation in January 2005, he shared the following with me:

Five of my members have died and the worst thing for me
was not being able to officiate at their funerals. But many
more are depressed, stressed, disoriented, etc., especially
the elderly. [conversation with author, January 10, 2006]

In speaking with the son of one of the founding families,
Eric Cager, on April 10, 2006, I discovered that one of the de-
ceased elders was his mother, Mrs. Rose Drew Cager. Three
months after that conversation, I was told by one of the dea-
cons of the church that two more elders had passed away.
At this juncture one year later, nine people have passed on
out of the total interviewed for this project, and seven of
those are post-Katrina deaths.

Of course it is not only members of congregations
that are having a hard time but also the ministers. At the
most recent First District Meeting of the Missionary Bap-
tist Churches in New Orleans, 26 ministers were present.
The president, Reverend Zebedee Bridges asked some to give
their testimony and reminded them that “in order to have
a testimony, you have to be tested” and “but without faith,
it is impossible to please God” (January 24, 2006). All of
them had a testimony, but only a third verbalized their testi-
mony for all to hear. One minister declared, “In the midst of
all the devastation, we still have much jubilation” (January
24, 2006). Another one asserted, “God gave me an assign-
ment with a new pair of shoes custom-made for me to do
what he wants me to do” (January 24, 2006). Along with
beginning their testimonies with inspirational messages,
they related dismal details of their escapes from the dark
flood waters, they spoke of exodus experiences with fam-
ily, friends, and total strangers, they related various places
where they have lived, they spoke of good and bad expe-
riences of being displaced and through it all, most contin-
ued to quote biblical scripture interspersed with the other
details of their personal testimonies. Several admitted that
Katrina really tested their faith, strength, and overall spiri-
tuality. Some were humbled and faced with being just one
of the flock again instead of the shepherd. These ministers
must confront the veracity of their spiritual beliefs, persis-
tent recurring questions about the viability of their political
views, and overcome a loss of occupational and church sta-
tus. That loss has economic, personal, and psychological
implications for the ministers as well as for the congrega-
tional members.

They must re-create their relations of kinship and
community—frequently out of fragmented, ruptured
pieces—and then attempt to maintain those ties. For these
reasons, the posthurricane and flood experiences of the
Fazendeville Lower Nine residents remain a vital issue not

only in its own terms but also as a source of further insight
into the dynamics of the evolution and resiliency of the
community as it faces the aftermath of Hurricanes Katrina
and Rita.

LOWER NINE PILGRIMAGE

As members of the Battle Ground Baptist Church congrega-
tion collectively made pilgrimages back to the Fazendeville
site on the church anniversary, residents now have been
individually making pilgrimages back to the Lower Nine.
They are also arranging more family reunions and opportu-
nities to get together. Like so many residents, Mrs. Yvonne
Dorsey declares:

My house is totally destroyed, but I have been back quite
a few times. I still don’t know what I am going to do,
because it is a lot to do, but I am coming back to the
Lower Ninth Ward. [interview, April 20, 2006]

Some of the Dorseys are living in Atlanta following Katrina.
Mrs. Dorsey’s son, Eric Dorsey, is a young deacon in Battle
Ground Baptist church. He was born in November 1965,
right after Hurricane Betsy flooded the Lower Ninth Ward in
September of the same year, and he is displaced in Atlanta.
He explains:

People were able to come back after Hurricane Betsy, I
was told, but it is much harder to just come back after
Katrina. When we first went back we shared some tears.
It is nothing but the grace of God that is sustaining us. We
are here in Reserve now, having a family reunion with my
sister. She was blessed and able to buy a home in Reserve.
Basically, we are scattered out all over, but most are trying
to get closer to New Orleans. My father and I had a busi-
ness, the Lloyd and Eric’s Personal Touch Barber and Hair
Care (established in 1985), but it is totally destroyed. But
God is in the restoration building business. You know, we
serve that kind of God. [conversation with author, April
20, 2006]

Most residents are coming back to view their homes,
but invariably everyone also has to go to the church. Even
if they have no intentions of moving back, they have to
have one last look before they can come to terms with a
new residence outside of the Lower Nine and New Orleans.
It somehow tends to help with closure and the psychologi-
cal healing process. Toward the end of our interview at the
First District Missionary Baptist Church Meeting, I asked
Reverend Sanders to tell me some of the ways he thought
the community could be preserved, and he answered:

A genuine effort by those who are empowered to make
changes and to give relief and to provide financial where-
with-all to accomplish some of these things. Many of
these people don’t have the where-with-all. They are el-
derly people, but they love this city and they want to
move back. They are just looking for something to hang
on to. If we can build Battle Ground back, the church,
it will mean a lot. The church is scattered right now, but
they love BGBC and if the church is rebuilt, the people



Jackson • Declaration of Taking Twice 779

will come back. If they are given an opportunity to come
back and to make a viable wage. . . . But, I believe that
with a genuine effort with the right people behind us, I
think it [the return] can happen. [interview, January 24,
2006]

POSTSCRIPT

Almost a year after Hurricanes Katrina and Rita and the
floods, the levees are still not fortified, but I have discov-
ered that Mrs. Doretha Thomas is still well and among the
living and Reverend Theodore Bush also had safe passage.
Mrs. Elizabeth Lindsey, however, survived the storms but
passed on in May 2006. It is comforting to know that be-
fore she made her transition she saw her house and was able
to realize that it had miraculously weathered the storms.

At this juncture, it is difficult to predict precisely the fu-
ture of the Fazendeville residents of the Lower Ninth Ward.
There are many positive signs of integration and success in
other cities along with the maintenance of some New Or-
leans’s culture. However, along with those who are doing
well are many who may take years to heal and restore their
lives, if they are able to recover and heal at all. The lives of
some residents are dismal because of post-traumatic stress
disorder, isolation, loneliness, and lack of identity. Overall,
the varying courses of adjustment for each family reflect the
heterogeneity of people in traumatic situations. The experi-
ence of the Fazendeville Village people shows not only how
certain values determine the nature of the people individu-
ally but also how these values energize the communal spirit
of the people and the character of a community, and form
the basis for their collective experience of village solidar-
ity. Furthermore, the communal, spiritual, and traditional
networks channel the way in which those basic commu-
nal values culminate in a distinctive principle of coherence,
which forms the bedrock of the village’s 137 years of ex-
istence. Now, we must view the future of this community
like a quilt, evolving and taking shape from separated pieces
coming from various distances and perspectives, to appre-
ciate and understand the complexity and overall patterns
that are revealing themselves through time.

JOYCE MARIE JACKSON Department of Geography and An-
thropology, Louisiana State University, Baton Rouge, LA
70803
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1. New Orleans is divided into 17 wards for the purposes of voting.

2. According to Blassingame, “Since only the most prominent and
active clubs received public notice, in all probability at least a
third of them never appeared in the newspaper. Included among
the organizations were benevolent associations, militia compa-
nies; rowing clubs; masonic, Odd Fellow, Eastern Star, and Knights
Templar lodges, religious societies, social and literary clubs; orphan-
aid associations, racial improvement societies and baseball clubs”
(1973:147).

3. One of the first schools was McDonough #19, now called Louis D.
Armstrong Elementary, on St. Claude Avenue. This 1960 historical
event spurred violent white protest and attracted media attention
from around the world. After the crisis subsided, whites from the
Lower Ninth Ward began a decade-long exodus eastward into St.
Bernard Parish.

4. In 1966, Congress passed the Demonstration Cities and
Metropolitan Development Act that initiated an assistance pro-
gram to rebuild facilities and services necessary to improve the
general welfare of those who live in such areas. Services included
educational and social services vital to health and welfare. Through
the Model Cities Program, employment in the Lower Ninth Ward
increased and revitalization occurred as agencies were established
to assist and encourage metropolitan development.

5. A Watch Night meeting is a New Year’s Eve service in the African
American folk church. The reason for the significance and continu-
ity of these services that are still celebrated today can be traced back
to gatherings and meetings on December 31, 1862, also known as
Freedom’s Eve. On that night, Americans of African descent came
together in slave quarters, praise houses, churches, barns, private
homes, and other gathering places throughout the nation, anx-
iously awaiting news that the Emancipation Proclamation had be-
come law. Then after the stroke of midnight on January 1, 1863,
and according to President Abraham Lincoln’s promise, all slaves
in the Confederate States were legally free. Therefore, a Watch
Night meeting is a religious thanksgiving mode of celebrating free-
dom. This tradition transcends denomination, socioeconomic class
distinctions, religious ideology, and geographical areas (Jackson
2003:41).
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