Bayou Harvest: Subsistence Practice in Coastal Louisiana. By Helen A. Regis and Shana Walton.

Reading Bayou Harvest sparks reflections on William Faulkner's "The Bear." As Ike McCaslin becomes enmeshed in his hunt for Old Ben, he discovers truths about himself, his community, and the wilderness through his interactions with nature and the short story's cast of characters. Through his fiction, Faulkner demonstrates how subsistence hunting is a valuable resource for learning to interact with others and with our environment in deeply meaningful ways. It's one of Faulkner's great works, and Helen Regis’s and Shana Walton's new book should be required reading in a seminar on Faulkner's writing. Their in-depth ethnographic study serves as a fine explication of Faulkner's fiction. One passage, in particular, articulates key principles they found in their research that resonate with Faulknerian literary themes: "hunting and harvesting are the way you raise children who become good parents, active community members and citizens, and caring neighbors" (75).
They initiated the research for their book after more than two decades of oral history and ethnographic fieldwork in southern Louisiana. Their interests in subsistence practices are connected to their previous studies of festivals, but the scope of their study has broadened and includes the everyday activities of people living within the coastal regions of the state. Their work involves collaborative ethnography and various multidisciplinary approaches to studying the history and cultural traditions of this region. The blending of perspectives from their colleagues and conversational partners gives readers a fine understanding of their topic's complexity. This book includes excellent descriptions of subsistence practices in hunting, fishing, farming, gardening, foraging, and the processing of foodstuffs. Enfolding the range of practices are the deep community ties that are integral to the culture as well as the ominous threats posed by climate change. Many of the collaborative researchers and contributors have had to deal with displacement caused by rising water levels and the increasing frequency of intense hurricanes and storms. The threats that individuals face are met with many resources for enduring the challenges that are deeply integrated in a long history of cultivating subsistence practices in connection to foodways. Bayou Harvest is an excellent treatment of a wide variety of topics that affect not solely the people of Louisiana but also people who are facing similar problems throughout the world. The authors’ work contributes to the growing literature on sustainability by providing a multifaceted discussion of subsistence.
The concept of foraging, hunting, fishing, gardening, and farming for subsistence is too easily cast in Tom Sawyeresque notions of living off the love of the land or even in the caricatures of pop culture as portrayed in TV shows. Regis and Walton dispel misconceptions about subsistence by showing that it involves multiple practices and that its practitioners are not removed from larger social connections or modernity. Rather, they look at subsistence as involving deeply ingrained ways of life that are pervasive and integrated into foodways traditions and local economies. The scope of subsistence, they found, does not exclude commercial foods, since IHOP pancakes are not necessarily eschewed by its proponents, and consumption of processed foods may include patterns of use that are connected to older ways of food preparation and consumption. Their book shows that there are multiple ways of growing, harvesting, and exchanging food and that the deep community connections are integral to the health of its many systems of practice. They found that its participants are not isolated wilderness hermits but rather individuals who are deeply responsive to the wide range of community connections that are integral to systems of subsistence food gathering and production.
It is interesting to place some of their findings in contrast to contemporary ways of food consumption that we may take for granted and even assume to be normal. In their discussion of the region's social history, for example, they demonstrate the deep historical roots of foraging, hunting, fishing, and gardening in the bayou region. "It's just what we do" serves as an apt subtitle for their first chapter. The long history of preparing various foods continues to be an integral part of daily life for many of the region's residents. Regis and Walton are especially adept at showing continuity and change within the various phases of social history. We see the continued presence of Indigenous cultural traditions as well as new innovations brought to the area with the multiple immigrant groups who came to Louisiana. The French influence is prominently featured, but Regis and Walton are careful to show the multiple elements of this identity, and they also emphasize the presence and importance of the culture that is not that centered in Franco-American tradition. Although they offer clear perspectives on ethnic identity, it is to the authors' credit that they demonstrate the importance of regional identity within Louisiana and the many ways that the state's inhabitants' culture is shaped by subsistent interactions within the environment and connections with family members and neighbors.
Bayou Harvest’s content is presented insightfully and vividly. There is a wealth of historical description, and the authors also include excellent contemporary descriptions and narratives from their conversational partners. The book also includes excellent excerpts from field notes of their collaborative team members, and their own descriptions of their research findings. It includes clear illustrations that enhance the presentation of their findings. Maps, diagrams, charts, and word clouds clearly illustrate their points throughout the book. But—the most striking visuals are the many color photographs that the authors present from their own fieldwork. Shana Walton print some fine images, and she and Helen Regis are able to print particularly striking photographs from members of their research team. They offer numerous suggestions for further projects on sustainability and subsistence. One of these includes asking readers to continue to document these cultural practices and to craft public presentations. It would also be helpful to present research findings to the public through other means of representation. The photographs in Bayou Harvest are so strong and engaging that they could be used in an exhibit. These kinds of plans for public presentation are in the works, and Regis, Walton, and their collaborators are likely to use their new book as an initial harvest that provides a basis for continued engagement in this profoundly important topic.
Bayou Harvest ostensibly deals with resources that are processed from the land and wetlands. Regis and Walton, however, show the limitations of thinking of subsistence solely in these terms. They show that the wealth of natural resources cannot be measured only in terms of economic value. Even approaches that bring factors relating to quality of life into economic formulas have limited use in understanding the importance of what is presented in this fine book. The authors recognize the importance of economic sustainability within the culture that they describe, document, and analyze, but their findings emphasize other factors that cannot easily be commodified or measured. Their treatment of more intangible elements, including a sense of place, interdependence, recognition within a community, and desire for collective well-being are integral to the central values that support the systems that they have explored throughout the project. Once again, we can recognize how Faulkner treated these topics as integral to his writing. Bayou Harvest shows that the high ideals Faulkner presents are not creative fictions but rather lived realities rooted in the region's history and culture.
Gregory Hansen, Arkansas State University

