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One

DEATH IN DIAMOND




It was summer 1973 and the moist bayou air clung to the homes and the people of southern Louisiana. Gibson’s, the discount shop, offered relief: water sprinklers for $2.47, electric fans for $8.88, coolers for $1.47. The school calendar was about to turn, so any parent could tell you on-the-cheap specials filled the aisles: girls’ blouses for $2.67, boys’ khakis for $4.77, pleated skirts just $3.22. The August Super Savings Sale filled a full page of the weekly L’Observateur. Long-timers didn’t need directions to the cut-rate hub of choice—just hop on Airline Highway, pass the swampy pea green waters on your right and the billowing chemical plants and oil refineries on your left, until you rolled right into LaPlace, pronounced “LaPlaz,” a shopping emporium for the small towns dotting this piece of Louisiana low country, some thirty short minutes and a full world away from big city New Orleans.


The Sugar Queen of St. John the Baptist Parish was newly minted—Miss Stephanie Ann Delaneuville—but the night of glittering smiles and cabaret show tunes masked the difficulties creeping into this pocket of Cajun country. On Central Avenue in Reserve, the same town that produced the baby-faced queen, a forty-eight-year-old woman was stabbed twenty-two times and strangled with a television cord in her husband’s auto store. Police said two teen brothers committed the grisly murder. In neighboring St. Charles Parish, a deputy died from a bullet fired by his own revolver after he turned out to quell a disturbance at a nightclub along River Road. Five people attacked him, and one fired the officer’s .357 Magnum into his back. The twenty-four-year-old deputy took his last breath on the operating table.

In Louisiana, the seat of government is a parish, not a county, and the parishes of St. Charles, St. John the Baptist, and St. James lock arms like brothers, nestled between New Orleans to the east and Baton Rouge up Interstate 10. Their towns don’t grace the pages of shiny tourist brochures, but the oil industry knows the address.

In southern Louisiana, crude rules. Industry didn’t mischievously creep into the region, like the nasty crime wave; it loudly and openly overtook it. Two industrial facilities fill every one mile of asphalt between New Orleans and Baton Rouge—more than 150 plants in an eighty-mile stretch—and most of them hover over poor or middle-class neighborhoods. Drive along River Road or Airline Highway at night, and the evening sky alights like a dazzling cityscape. Pull closer, and it’s not some bustling downtown district, but a stretch of industry locals call the Chemical Corridor, or Cancer Alley, where oil refineries and chemical plants churn smoky flares to the skies, towering over the tiny clapboard homes beneath them. On clear days the distinctive white smoke puffs into its very own cloud, announcing the industry’s foothold miles in advance. Chemical Corridor is so powerful, locals will tell you, that it makes its own weather.

In the summer of 1973, the newly formed Energy Corporation of Louisiana Ltd. announced it would build a $300 million refinery on the grounds of a former plantation in nearby Garyville, in St. John the Baptist Parish, with promises of churning out 200,000 barrels of petroleum a day. Near Convent, in St. James, Texaco was expanding its River Road refinery to produce 200,000 barrels in a day—on top of the 145,000 already coming from its site next door. The Texaco plant stood just off the Sunshine Bridge along the Mississippi River; the roadway itself was erected during the administration of Louisiana’s own singing governor, Jimmie Davis, most famous for his ditty “You Are My Sunshine.”

In Norco in St. Charles Parish, Shell, the biggest player of them all, was finalizing plans for the latest expansion of its chemical plant. Built in the 1950s and not done growing, the Shell facility towered, quite literally, over the four-street neighborhood known as Diamond.

The Shell Chemical Company plant was the giant’s second major industrial unit in Norco, along with the refinery across town. In 1916, the New Orleans Refining Company bought 366 acres of sugarcane field from the Good Hope Plantation, and a decade later, in 1929, the Shell Petroleum Corporation purchased the refinery. Norco took its name from the New Orleans Refining Company, and of course the label fit. Practically the entire town was sandwiched between the refinery on the east end, 15536 River Road, and the newer chemical plant on the west, 16122 River Road.

The chemical plant’s growth spurt would ultimately stretch it to nine football fields in length. Its aboveground pipelines moved a toxic mix of propane, ethylene, propylene, and natural gas, yet its security fence hovered little more than twenty feet from the nearest row of Diamond properties. Shell portrayed its plant as a pristine symbol of progress, with jobs for the community and goods for consumers. Ethylene becomes antifreeze, brake fluid, and detergents; propylene turns into plastic milk bottles, paints, and auto parts. Butadiene, yet another chemical mixed on-site, helps create nylon carpet, automobile tires, and latex.

For two decades, Diamond families tried to maintain a peaceful coexistence with their neighbor, yet by 1973 the constant foul odors and growing number of illnesses prompted mounting complaints. The community’s young children suffered from asthma, and the elderly were afflicted with bronchitis, pneumonia, and even cancer. No one at Shell or in the parish government paid them much heed. After each complaint, the company replied firmly that all was well, and the plant continued to churn, its pipes hissing and belching at all hours, sending smoke plumes into the air and forcing residents to shutter their homes to avoid the sour smell of chemical burn-offs. The industry calls it flaring, and it’s meant to burn off noxious gases from inside the plant during production breakdowns. Diamond residents witnessed the intense fire and smoke produced during flaring and wondered just what chemicals might be seeping into their homesteads, and what damage those chemicals might be wreaking upon their families.

Diamond’s small, clapboard ranch houses, some tidy, some not, dotted Washington, Cathy, Diamond, and East streets like rows in a cornfield. Norco was a mostly white town of 3,500, but the Diamond district was all black, a 269-lot community relegated to the flood-prone banks of the Mississippi. Dead-end streets and a block-thick grove of trees separated Diamond from its more well-to-do neighbors.

In white Norco, Shell was the center of pride, the breadwinner that put food on the table and sometimes sent kids off to college. People from Diamond landed few of Shell’s high-paying jobs, and the community’s streets were graced with no fringe benefits and just two exits out, a practical problem in the case of emergency and a symbolic one for hardscrabble homeowners who tended the land with their hands.

Diamond homes stood on soil that once housed a sugarcane plantation, and on January 8, 1811, the largest slave revolt in U.S. history made a stop on this very ground. Several hundred insurgent slaves armed with cane knives and clubs marched down River Road toward New Orleans, killing two whites, burning crops, and gathering weaponry along the journey. The revolt was brought to a bloody halt in nearby Destrehan by a militia and U.S. troops, forces that combined to kill sixty-six slaves in battle. Sixteen more were sentenced to death thereafter, the final justice coming in crude fashion—they were decapitated, and their heads were placed atop poles along River Road as a warning. Historians say seventeen other slaves remained unaccounted for, bringing the documented toll of dead or missing to ninety-nine. Diamond residents could trace their family histories and find an ancestor among the slaves who worked this land, the community’s history of labor and bloodshed binding them together.

In this tiny community, neighbors were more than friends; they were often family. Step inside any Diamond homestead, and you’d likely hear of an aunt, a cousin, a brother, or an in-law who lived just a few doors down, or maybe two streets over. A family tree, spread over four small streets.

Twenty-six Washington Street stood center stage in the community, its green and white décor glistening like a giant welcome sign. Neighbors and family popped by for Theodore Eugene’s prized okra or butterbeans, sold by the chicken coop out back. Theodore, “Uncle Brother” they called him, pocketed what you could pay: the vegetables in his garden carried no price tag and sometimes went for no cost at all; his cherished eggs were the only item that came with a charge affixed. Other residents shuffled in for sage advice from this wiry man with roots in the community as solid as a neighborhood pecan tree. Then there was the cooking of Mabel Eugene, “Aunt Mabel” they called her, whose portions were hearty enough to share. Mabel cooked in a restaurant in the white part of town, so it was natural that she offered up the best jambalaya, fried okra, and mustard greens at her own dining room table. Mabel sang in the church choir, penned inspired church speeches, and talked, talked, talked—no surprise, perhaps, for a child born into a family of sixteen children, several of them still residing in Diamond.

Brother stood medium tall and lean, with round glasses and a serious countenance neighbors knew meant trust when they dropped in for counsel on their taxes or their children’s schooling. He always wore a blue striped suit when talking business, using a voice so low it sometimes sounded like a whisper. In Diamond, that whisper was gospel.

“Brother, when you going to finish messing around in that yard and get something done?” Mabel shouted from the window.

“Mabel, when you going to do something?” Husband came back.

“I’m already finished. Just waiting on you.”

And they shared a laugh, and went about their business.

Opposites in so many ways, they were bonded on February 16, 1936, the day that Theodore crafted a love poem to his future bride while studying at Xavier University. “Darling, I am still thinking of you—night and day. You just seem to stay on my mind. You couldn’t imagine how much I pray for June to come so I can see you.” Theodore’s spare words carried so much deep meaning that years later one of Mabel’s granddaughters preserved the hand-scrawled note inside a glass frame as a keepsake. Theodore and Mabel wed in St. Charles Parish on January 26, 1939. One year later their first child, Naomi, arrived, and in December of 1941 came Margie, each girl entering the world in Charity Hospital in New Orleans.

At first the family lived in a shotgun shack not far from Diamond, in the neighborhood of Belltown—“shotgun shack” because you could open the front door, fire a shotgun, and the bullet would shoot straight out the back.

Brother was among the first black police deputies on the local force, and his maiden arrest was of a neighborhood boy who had been sassing his mom so much the police were dispatched to shush this disturbance of the peace. Theodore didn’t cuff the child; he sat him down and spoke to him like a son. “You come from a good family. You don’t need to do this,” he told the boy.

Brother believed in rehabilitation, and he’d sometimes hire ex-cons to do odd jobs around the yard.

“Jailbird, jailbird,” Margie and Naomi sang to one on a broiling afternoon.

“Come here to me,” came Daddy’s voice. “I don’t ever want to hear you two call people jailbird or making fun of people. No matter what happens in life, people deserve a chance. I don’t want to see you teasing.” He grounded the girls that day, banishing them to the front porch.

Another day Margie found one dollar outside and hopped back into the house with her sudden treasure, her eyes dancing. Daddy heard her story of discovered gold and stopped her right there. “If you found it, child, it’s not yours. If you find something, that means somebody lost it,” he said, sending Margie out to find the rightful owner. She knocked door-to-door until she did.

Uncle Brother read the encyclopedia and could tell you just about anything you wanted to know about the world and its exotic locales. Anything, that is, except how to get there. He rarely, if ever, left the small town of Norco. Mabel didn’t either, and her rare ventures out always required someone else’s assistance. Though she excelled as a backseat driver, she never did learn how to drive a car.

Theodore Eugene ran with a group of old-timers who called themselves the Oddfellas, and they came from Norco, Montz, New Sarpy, St. Rose, and Good Hope, all little-known outposts filled with squat one-story homes in the shadow of industry.

Black high-school students living in St. Charles Parish had no school of their own. Instead, they had to catch a bus to attend school in another city, Kenner, a growing, mostly white suburb of New Orleans one parish over, in Jefferson. “When my girls go to high school, they’re not going to have to catch a bus to the other side of town,” Theodore, the Oddfellas’ leader, declared when his daughters were in grade school, and Bethune High School would rise within Norco’s limits well in time for Margie and Naomi to join the class roster.

Theodore was secretary of the group that worked to force the school board’s hand, and at times the battle became so intense that each side thought only a fistfight would settle it. Cooler heads prevailed, and Uncle Brother played a role in keeping the calm. One day, with the fight still engaged, the white superintendent asked a group of black residents who their official spokesman was. The group didn’t know it needed an “official spokesman,” but after the question was posed to them, all eyes turned to Uncle Brother—he would be their leader. He worked with his tight band of friends, going to court to secure an order ensuring that the black section of St. Charles Parish would have a high school of its own.

When Bethune High opened in 1952, it had two typewriters, compared with the white high school in Destrehan with forty. Still, the battle was considered won. “What we wanted was high schools for our black children, and we got it,” Theodore said. Mary McLeod Bethune, the showpiece’s namesake, spoke on its ground not long before her death, and Margie Eugene felt the words wash over her and settle in.

“Never start out to lose the race.”

In 1953, not long after the opening of Bethune, Shell seized the plots of land that housed the Eugenes and many other Belltown families, to build its chemical plant. Forced to move, many residents packed their belongings and traveled less than one mile to the Diamond neighborhood.

The 1950s were a time of progress in southern Louisiana, and not just for Shell. St. John Parish issued $1.8 million in bonds to build plants to provide water and natural gas for the entire community. Lutcher Motors looked to tap into this spending spree by showcasing its new model: Save with a ’54 Studebaker. Maurin’s theater was showing movies every Sunday at 3:30, leaving plenty of time for church. There was a new Sugar Queen for the state of Louisiana, and she was local—Miss Rita Fay Coco, of Reserve, and such a fetching sight that they flew her to New York City to celebrate. Not coincidentally, it seemed, the local sugar harvest was up, and with the weather just right, strawberries were in such bloom that local growers needed four hundred new pickers. Fill a six-pint carrier, pocket twenty cents; do nine pints, get thirty.

Meantime, the powerful oil industry braced for a bare-knuckle fight. With a state gas tax increase looming, the petroleum giants devised a plan of attack, gathering at the Club Café in Reserve with words so tough you’d think they were filing off to war. Industry leaders declared that higher gas taxes would derail the region’s economy, leaving them no choice but to launch a lobbying and public relations campaign “to defend oil men and the consumers of oil products from…the present burden of taxes,” L’Observateur reported. “Parish Oil Men Plan Tax Fight” said the headline, and there was no mistaking the force they’d muster to protect their spoils.

The Eugenes had their own, more modest vision of prosperity. In 1954, Theodore paid $360 cash for the double lot on Washington Street that had space for a home on one side and vacant land on the other, right across from the Shell chemical plant, and there the family settled. He was now working in construction, and his job soon shifted to Waco, Texas, but Mabel wasn’t ready to leave Louisiana. So Theodore took early retirement and the family stayed in Diamond, his hobbies—his crops, his pigs, and his chicken coop—becoming his vocation. Margie was twelve, and Naomi fourteen.

In dollars and cents, many, though not all, of the families in Diamond were poor. But the roots were rich, and on Mother’s Day or Thanksgiving or Christmas, the grills and stoves burned late and the mingling stretched on past midnight and into a new day, the chatter rising to the chorus of a family get-together.

Twenty-six Washington Street might as well have been called the Diamond Community Hall, as it served as the gathering place for neighborhood activists to plan upcoming church events or hash out concerns over jobs and schooling. Just 1,270 square feet, the home seemed much bigger, with a living room, dining room, and kitchen area all open to one another, so a neighbor could sit in one room and quite naturally visit with Brother or Mabel in the other.

Step inside and the first thing you’d notice was the scent of Mabel Eugene’s signature vegetable soup simmering on the stove. Peer out the back kitchen window and there’d be Theodore pulling his turnips and carrots from the ground.

From the Eugene family’s front yard now, you don’t have to look far to see the Shell chemical plant—so close that an errant ball tossed by a child could clear its razor-wire security fence. Attached to Shell’s security fence, and facing Diamond, are a half dozen signs warning residents of the chemicals being handled on-site: “Warning NGL Pipeline,” “Ethylene Pipeline,” “Chlorine Pipeline,” “Natural Gasoline Pipeline,” “Propane Pipeline,” and finally, “Warning Propylene Pipeline.”

Margie and Naomi were raised here, and knew the home’s heartbeat well. Margie was the adventurous, wide-eyed child who had gone duck hunting with Dad at the age of eight and later ran the fifty-yard dash for the high-school track team, while Naomi took on Theodore’s stoicism and studied home economics. Naomi was like Dad, but she was the mama’s girl. Margie was like Mom, and you knew she was Daddy’s girl.

Margie was outspoken and always insisted on seeing things with her own two eyes. As a child, she’d pull apart the doll she was given for Christmas just to see how it had been made. Sister would help her Scotch-tape it back together so Mom and Dad wouldn’t know. Playing school as girls in the room they shared, Naomi stood up front, ruler in hand, pointing at an imaginary chalkboard. One day she gave in and handed the chalk to younger sister. “Time for recess,” declared Margie.

Though Norco seemed like two towns, Margie and Naomi absorbed their parents’ preaching: Don’t stereotype others or let others stereotype you. Not even when the local theater forced the girls to sit upstairs, separate from the whites, and “Colored Only” signs peppered their youthful travels.

Theodore saw something in the fast feet and quick mind of his youngest, the girl who talked in the animated manner of a performer. Margie used her hands to tell stories, and her eyes shone as she came to the conclusion of a particular anecdote about friends and family, who were one and the same.

Theodore listened to his girl go on and on once again, filling their home with grand stories and big dreams, and finally he hushed her and turned to his brother, George Eugene. “That girl’s gonna be a big traveler in life,” he said, and now they all were smiling. Theodore always insisted that his girls read the paper and learn about the world, and he envisioned his own children visiting those faraway places he had never seen.

As she peered out her window from 26 Washington, Margie’s dreams raced beyond Diamond, a community where a ticket to college was by no means a sure thing, and where more than a few children had stopped their schooling well before high-school graduation to work or raise families of their own. After graduating from Bethune High, Margie Eugene went on to study at Grambling College, where she earned a bachelor’s degree in 1965. Sister Naomi graduated from Grambling too, no surprise, and the Eugene women became schoolteachers. Margie focused on health, physical education, and social studies, and Naomi applied her knowledge of home economics and early childhood development.

Now adults, the sisters were together at 26 Washington Street on a steamy Thursday August afternoon in 1973. Margie, thirty-one, a recently divorced single mother with two kids at home and many more in her classes at New Sarpy Middle School, had swung by to visit her sister, mom, and dad. Naomi and her husband were living at 26 Washington, and she was pregnant with her second child. Theodore had added a third bedroom for his kin.

When the explosion came, it shook the house to its foundation.

The oven door blew wide open, spattering sizzling grease from a baking ham onto Naomi’s legs, leaving what would become a lifelong scar. Margie, the high-school track star, sprinted out the front door and into the street. Her neighbors spilled from their tiny homes in scattered frenzy.

They converged at lot 22, square 14, the Washington Street home of Helen Washington. Mrs. Helen wasn’t much of a talker, but neighbors savored her coconut and sweet potato pies, and children admired the seventy-two-year-old woman’s long, beautiful hair. Her late husband had made the bricks for their house by hand, a grinding labor neighbors had witnessed with quiet admiration. Mrs. Helen had shot into the air like a cannonball with the violent blast. Now she lay motionless on the pavement, while her house burned to the ground. Margie inhaled the bitter smell of Mrs. Helen’s singed hair.

In a flash, Leroy Jones, a respectful sixteen-year-old who did chores around the neighborhood, emerged from the rubble, fleeing down the street as if he could outrun the flames that engulfed him. Moments earlier the boy had been talking with neighborhood pals. Some smelled a strange odor in the air and biked on home. Leroy had a job to finish, mowing Mrs. Helen’s lawn.

The explosion lit into his mower like a torch. Emergency crews descended on Diamond and airlifted the boy to the hospital, but death took him several days later.

Margie’s aunt Inez, the community seamstress, and cousin Doris Pollard lived next to Mrs. Helen, and it was as if the fire that torched Mrs. Helen’s house was marching straight to Inez’s with more killing in mind. Inez Dewey weighed nearly four hundred pounds and was bound to a wheelchair, and when Doris heard the giant boom, she peered out the window and witnessed the family tree afire. The flames raced straight from Mrs. Helen’s house toward them, blockading the front door, so Doris frantically wheeled her mother out the back, as far as they could go. She spotted her own five children in the small family swimming pool, their faces frozen with confusion. “Go on over to Cathy Street!” Doris shouted. “Just get out of the pool and go to the back over the fence and go to the next road. Go!”

She turned to her mother, a woman so immense that lifting her over the back chain-link fence to safety was not possible. “Mama, don’t worry, because I’m not going to leave you.”

Sobbing now, her eyes filled with a mix of panic and love, mother turned to child. “You have your life to live. You have your children to think about.”

Doris had already sent her children to safety. She kept her hand on Mama’s wheelchair.

Albert Ducree, a neighbor with a Vietnam battle scar on his leg, scanned the confusion and glimpsed the women huddled together, caged in by the fence. He hopped it, rolled Inez down the ramp, and, with every ounce of might, lifted her to safety, but as he reached down to raise her, his already wounded leg caught on the fence, and the blood began to gush. He saved Inez, but Albert was the one now rushing to the hospital.

Margie watched the man lift beloved Auntie ’Nez to safety, and her mind raced. She thought of her lifeless neighbor and the burning boy running for rescue. She inhaled smoke, smelled death, and the discomfort was so raw she turned her gaze.

As neighbors scattered and debris cascaded in the air, the image of the stark sheet over Mrs. Helen’s body burned a lasting memory in Margie’s mind.


Slowly, Margie’s view shifted toward the hulking chemical plant standing directly across from Mrs. Helen’s now leveled home, Inez’s home, her family’s home, all of them on Washington Street. When Shell’s chemical plant had opened two decades earlier, the company had promised good jobs for its neighbors. People in Diamond could tell you that was a hollow promise, as far as they were concerned. The good Shell jobs had been given to homesteaders over in white Norco, not here. Here, in black Norco, were smoke, fire, and chaos.



The disaster was caused by a cluster of Shell pipelines that had caught fire, ruptured, and exploded. “There was a pipeline and there was a leak. The young man who was cutting the grass ignited it,” a company official said, explaining the accident.

In the days to follow, Margie waited for the company to aid the Diamond community in its time of crisis, to show respect for the dead, to counsel the wounded. She kept looking for Shell, but the visits did not come.

Outside Diamond, the two deaths barely elicited a ripple. After just a couple of days, the news was buried in a few paragraphs in the local newspaper, and then it went away for good.

Margie sang in the church choir at the time, and at Mrs. Helen’s funeral, tears flowed from her eyes. She looked around and saw her neighbors, the small community mourning together. Oh God, she thought. I don’t see one representative of the plant at this funeral. Not even one crisis team.

Mrs. Helen’s property was left that day in “ruins and rubble,” as if an earthquake had come to town and singled it out for destruction. Shell later bought the vacant lot, a symbol of that deadly summer day of 1973, for $3,000.

At Leroy Jones’s funeral, the world’s second-largest oil company quietly handed his mother $500, a token gesture that would remain secret for more than twenty-five years.
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