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 “Bodies tell stories.” Esch, the narrator of Jesmyn Ward’s National Book Award-

winning 2011 novel Salvage the Bones, opens the fifth chapter with this sentence, a 

focus on bodies that permeates the Hurricane Katrina narrative. Esch describes in 

detail, among other physical traits, the skin of Manny, the boy she has a crush on; the 

scars and other signs of physical injuries on her family members and friends; and her 

changing body as her secret pregnancy progresses. Critics like Olivia Laing, writing for 

The Guardian, have noted that “Ward is astonishingly attentive to the body,” adding that 

“often this physicality lurches into violence” by and on the novel’s characters. However, 

less critical attention has been paid to Ward’s inclusion of similar signs on non-human 

bodies. In this article, I plan to investigate these scars and wounds of the natural world 

and their relationships to the scars and wounds of the novel’s characters, a mirroring 

that springs in part from the racist association of African Americans with dirt and 

dirtiness that has long been present in American culture. More specifically, I argue that 

these signs of environmental violence tell the story of racism’s impact on the Pit and its 

inhabitants through the ongoing consequences of race-based geographic and economic 

segregation, including the advancement of a stereotype that people of color are by 

nature dirtier than White people. However, I will close by noting that the novel locates 

hope for a new world in the aftermath of Katrina without romanticizing the apocalyptic 

destruction that event wrought.  

Salvage the Bones embodies many tendencies of Katrina literature while carving 

out its own space in that corpus. The novel centers on Esch’s family, including her 

father Daddy and her brothers Randall, Skeetah, and Junior as well as their friends. 

Daddy’s wife, the children’s mother, died due to complications from Junior’s birth. A 

working-class, African-American family, they live in Bois Sauvage, a fictional Mississippi 
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town near the Gulf of Mexico on a piece of land that has been in the family at least since 

Esch’s grandparents. Daddy seems to have no steady employment, instead picking up 

odd jobs like helping clean up after hurricanes and scavenging. Their property reflects 

the latter as it is home to multiple vehicles in various states of disrepair and other items 

that would be considered junk by most standards. The novel’s focus on a rural-dwelling 

Mississippi family is uncommon in Katrina literature, as most texts, like most media 

coverage of the event, instead highlight New Orleans narratives. As Lynn Weber and 

DeAnne K. Hilfinger Messias note, this is despite the fact that “the destruction in 

Mississippi alone would qualify as the most devastating natural disaster in U.S. history” 

(1834). This favoring of the stories of urban dwellers mirrors the locus of much scholarly 

work on environmental racism on the city, as is the case with Carl Zimring’s Clean and 

White: A History of Environmental Racism in the United States, upon which I rely 

throughout this essay. The novel’s focus on Black characters, on the other hand, is 

much more common among Katrina narratives because the event disproportionately 

affected populations of color. Isaac Shapiro and Arloc Sherman point out that according 

to census data, about 33% of the people who lived in one of the areas hit hardest by 

Katrina were Black, compared to the 12.5% of the US population that was Black. The 

centrality of race, segregation, economic violence, and an environmental disaster is 

both specific to Katrina and Esch’s family and representative of larger patterns. 

Likewise, Esch’s family’s tendency to work and play with dirt points to the racist 

argument that posits Black people as inherently in need of cleansing. Black people 

being especially vulnerable to environmental disasters because of segregation and 

economic violence is not specific to Katrina, as we will see with the case of another 

hurricane. Rather, it is simply one other long-standing condition in the US brought about 

by white supremacy that the hurricane laid bare. The novel’s calling attention to 

systemic racial violence that Katrina made harder to ignore marks it clearly as belonging 

with the genre of Katrina narratives.  

The aforementioned lack of attention to the violence against nature in the novel is 

a peculiar absence given that Ward compares the characters’ appearance to the natural 

world and vice versa so often. Esch’s hair looks “like a Doberman come [sic] out white” 

(7). A newborn puppy is born “chanting and singing like the New Orleans Indians” (12), 
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the African-American social groups that frequently parade in the city. Moreover, these 

figurative comparisons often carry with them associations of trauma. Esch’s youngest 

brother, Junior, for example, was born “purple and blue as hydrangea” (2), the color of 

asphyxiation a nod to his violent birth that ends with his mother’s death. Near the 

beginning of the narrative, which is told in twelve chapters organized sequentially by 

days, Esch’s father begins preparing the family’s house for hurricane season, 

foreseeing an especially active year for the storms: “‘Makes my bones hurt,’ Daddy said. 

‘I can feel them coming’” (7). 

This painful connection to nature exists not just through poetic language but also 

from a history of segregation and economic violence. Esch explains, for example, that 

each storm reaches “the twenty-six-mile manmade Mississippi beach, where they knock 

against the old summer mansions with their slave galleys turned guesthouses before 

running over the bayou, through the pines, to lose wind, drip rain, and die in the north” 

(4). The hurricanes, first greeted by structures built to hold slaves, escape northward, as 

if fleeing to freedom. In fact, we can read this as nature’s revenge on the racial violence 

that made slavery possible and is still a force, as evidenced by the continued existence 

of the plantation buildings. As we will see, although this non-human entity destroys 

much of the Black-owned property and nearly many of the African-American characters, 

Katrina also wipes out whole swaths of the White-owned property that was likely built on 

the backs of slave labor or funded through related resources. Moreover, the hope that 

exists at the end of the novel and that I have hinted at previously springs from the post-

apocalyptic world Katrina leaves behind, the previous world largely obliterated.  

Ward’s foregrounding of slavery is crucial to my analysis not only because of the 

economic and physical violence it references but also because of the racist association 

of Black Americans and dirtiness that slave labor established, a connection that has 

maintained in US culture because of its adaptability. The fact that most slave labor was 

agricultural in nature helped originate this affiliation, but its persistence can be chalked 

up to the multiple ways in which it resurfaced after slavery was deemed illegal. Carl 

Zimring, in his history of environmental racism in the US, notes that 
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since the end of the Civil War, American sanitation systems; zoning boards; real 

estate practices; federal, state, and municipal governments; and makers and 

marketers of cleaning products have all worked with an understanding of hygiene 

that assumes that “white people” are clean, and “non-white people” are less than 

clean. This assumption is fundamental to racist claims of white supremacy, a 

rhetoric that involves concepts of “race pollution,” “white purity,” and the 

“dangers” of non-white sexuality as “miscegenation.” (Loc. 3882) 

The connection to dirt, then, reinforces the rhetoric behind the idea of racial pollution. 

Esch’s family illustrates how this pattern continues into the present day. Explaining how 

her family’s land came to be called “the Pit,” she notes that when her grandparents were 

still alive, they sold loose dirt from their property to White people, who used it to build 

their homes. As Zimring finds, this enterprise is part of a larger pattern of White people 

post-Civil War avoiding dirty work such as garbage collection and scavenging, an 

occupation Daddy engages in, in favor of cleaner industries as a means of 

strengthening their whiteness, resulting job stratification along racial lines that 

stigmatized such work but also opened up opportunities for people of color: “If the 

rhetoric of ‘clean and white’ marginalized non-white people into dirty work, it also 

unwittingly provided economic opportunities. In some cases, the white revulsion to 

handling waste allowed marginalized people to become entrepreneurs” (Zimring loc. 

2412). Zimring’s work focuses primarily on cities, where occupations like garbage men 

were more prominent. In the novel’s rural setting, though, Esch’s grandparents are 

relegated to quite literally working with dirt, likely due to their social standing and being 

shut out of other occupations, but in doing so, they profit from White people’s aversion 

to such work. Just as, as Peter Newell notes, “impoverished communities generally lack 

the financial and technical resources necessary to resist environmentally hazardous 

facilities” (76), Esch’s grandparents likely lacked the economic resources to resist the 

income from selling their land. 

Although the result in the case of Esch’s family is not “much higher levels of 

exposure to toxics and subsequently higher levels of illnesses” that result from living 

close to waste facilities (Newell 76), as is often the case for African Americans living in 
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cities, the damage to the land does place the family at a greater risk of flooding, a risk 

that materializes with Katrina’s arrival. For example, we know that Esch’s grandfather 

stops selling his land because he “thought the earth would give under the water, that the 

pond would spread and gobble up the property” (14). His breaking up of the land results 

in a threat of more destruction at the hands of that very piece of land. This metaphorical 

trauma to and from the land is mirrored in the fact that the grandfather soon after dies of 

mouth cancer, his oral cavity consumed from within. The economic violence against the 

family requires that the family scar the land, which in turn becomes a revenge threat. 

That threat is realized when the pit overflows, completely submerging Esch’s home as 

her and her family escape it. 

 

Matter Out of Place 

         The correlation between African Americans and dirt plays out in other ways in the 

text. For example, in his book, Zimring notes that anthropologist Mary Douglas has 

defined dirt as “matter that is out of place” (qtd. in Zimring, loc. 72). The vast majority of 

the novel features a conspicuous absence of White people, punctuated by the few 

cases in which White people surface only to quickly disappear. Their peripheral 

existence reflects a history of de jure and de facto segregation. As Zimring notes, the 

latter was realized through practices like red-lining, which was introduced with the 

National Housing Act of 1934 and gets its name from the red lines that were drawn on 

maps around less desirable neighborhoods, marking housing in those areas as too risky 

for mortgages. These neighborhoods were overwhelmingly populated by racial and 

ethnic minorities. The result was “residential settlement patterns in the United States 

[that] were more segregated in 1965 than they had been in 1920” (loc. 3664), the 

market achieving what the law had previously effected through legal segregation and 

the forcible resettlement of indigenous people. The fact that the town is literally named 

Savage Woods, utilizing a common slur used against Native Americans, is revealing. 

The long-reaching violence of these practices are evident in the novel in matters like 

economics and school zoning. 
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         For example, two of the few White people who appear in the book live to the east 

of the Pit, a mile through the woods. Their presence is so striking that Esch makes a 

note of it: “White people live there” (64). The couple owns a field full of cows, fencing, 

and a big barn in addition to their home. Egrets populate the area, and what technology 

is present does not infringe on the peacefulness of the scene: “a pickup truck slid 

soundlessly out of a shadow in a gap in the woods . . .” (64). We do see violence 

against nature in this space: “the pines had been cut brutally away so that stumps 

dotted the field beyond the fence like chairs that no one would ever sit on” (64). 

However, this particular elimination of the natural world is a more orderly, carried out not 

as a means of financial survival but in the name of convenience. This scene calls to 

mind the serenity and comfort typical of an idyll, unlike the ravenous mouth of the Pit. 

         Despite its proximity, the location of the White people’s property points to the 

segregation found throughout the town. Esch describes their place as “that house on 

the edge of the black heart of Bois Sauvage” (65), on the other side of an internal 

boundary marked by color. This racial separation is not just geographic but also 

economic. To recall, the Pit formed through the loss of dirt from Esch’s grandparents 

selling earth. Her grandfather came to see the consequent excavated site as a threat to 

his family and the rest of his property. Esch and her family, then, face the possibility of 

displacement in the sense of the word that Rob Nixon proposes in Slow Violence and 

the Environmentalism of the Poor, which “instead of referring solely to the movement of 

people from their places of belonging, refers rather to the loss of the land and resources 

beneath them, a loss that leaves communities stranded in a place stripped of the very 

characteristics that made it inhabitable” (19). Although Esch’s family does not rely on 

the resources beneath the land like a farming family might, their past economic reliance 

on the land as financial resource--as mentioned earlier, likely due to a lack of other 

economic opportunities--not only strips their property of its value but puts at risk the very 

existence of the rest of the dry land. Should the Pit, in fact, gobble up the rest of the 

land, it would be transformed into something akin to a lakebed.  

Esch’s rides to school reveal that this economic precarity is not reserved for Bois 

Sauvage’s African-American residents. Recalling the year when the school bus picked 
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her and her siblings up first, Esch explains that “we rode up and out of the black Bois 

that we knew and into the white Bois that we didn’t” (70). Her recall of this newly 

discovered space indicates that white supremacy’s economic violence extends not just 

to Bois Sauvage’s Black residents but also to its White residents who were not quite 

white enough. They occupy “the trailers, the long low brick homes, small wood shacks 

that looked slapped together, that couldn’t be bigger than two rooms” (70). The 

residents of these homes likely qualify as white trash, a term that, as Zimring writes, 

surfaced in 1830s United States and became especially prominent after the Civil War. It 

“implied a racial aspect to cleanliness. While whites were ostensibly superior, poor 

whites joined blacks and Indians in being described as dirty and immoral” (loc. 760). He 

later notes that “adding the word ‘trash’ to an individual’s racial identity threatened to 

remove the power and privileges of whiteness” (loc. 1438). Unlike the couple, whose 

violence against the land is tidy, these homes are roughhewn, displays not so much of 

superiority over the earth as of a struggle for survival. Their haphazard appearance 

marks their inhabitants as not truly White, their economic suffering a blemish. They are 

not quite Black, but because they are also not fully White, they carry the same stigma 

surrounding dirt and dirtiness.  

 

Whiteness and the Non-Human 

         Because they exist in a society that communicates white supremacy via 

cleanliness, Esch and many of the other African-American characters have internalized 

this facet of white supremacy. This internalization is nowhere clearer than in how they 

think and talk about China, the prized fight dog of Esch’s brother Skeetah. Esch 

observes that Manny, a family friend and her frequent sexual companion, “thought he 

could dim [China], that he could convince us she wasn’t white and beautiful and 

gorgeous as a magnolia on the trash-strewn, hardscrabble Pit, where everything else is 

starving, fighting, struggling” (94). China’s white coat, for Esch, points to beauty, 

success, and exceptionalism. She compares China to a delicate white flower, 

distinguishes her from the surrounding dirt and impoverishment. Given that the 
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magnolia is often associated with the South—it is, for example, the Mississippi state 

flower—and lynching through texts like the song “Strange Fruit,” the message here is 

clear: China stands out in part because she is white. Zimring explains that “racial terms 

like ‘greaser’ and ‘sheenie’ became common insults by the 1920s. These terms 

presupposed that Italians, Mexicans, and Jews had greasier, oilier skin and hair and 

that this condition was somehow a biological fact” (loc. 1529). Such slurs help explain 

why Skeetah strives to maintain China’s white color by frequently and thoroughly 

cleaning her coat, remarking that she is “shining.” 

        The impact the association between Black people and dirt has on the land of the 

Pit is especially apparent through the impact of Hurricane Katrina. After the family 

escapes rising waters in the attic of the house and then cuts a hole in the roof to avoid 

drowning, Esch observes that water “swirl[s] and gather[s] and spread[s] on all sides, 

brown with an undercurrent of red to it, the clay of the Pit like a cut that won’t stop 

leaking. . . . trees and branches [break], [pop] like Black Cat firecrackers in an endless 

crackle of explosions, over and over and again and again” (230). The first half of the 

sentence calls back to her description of the Pit before the storm as “the color of a scab” 

(15). That landmark is a sign of the physical trauma inflicted on the land and the 

metaphorical embodiment of the absence many trauma scholars discuss in regards to 

psychic wounds. This void nearly consumes Esch with the help of the floodwaters 

Katrina ushers in. She falls into the water and “kick[s] my legs and palm[s] water, but I 

can barely keep my head above it. It is a fanged pink open mouth, and it is swallowing 

me” (234). The environmental violence threatens to subsume its human inhabitants, 

another manifestation of racial hostility. 

         The novel reinforces this aggression as a result of racism in Esch’s description of 

the aftermath. After Katrina passes and she walks through Bois Sauvage, she notes 

that “the houses stand, and are ripped and torn in some places, . . . some of them 

leaning tipsily, like ours, half drowned. Here, there is too much sky” (249). The last 

sentence repeats a description of the nearby town St. Catherine, where trees were 

decimated. Both echo Esch’s description of the aforementioned White couple’s land, 

where so many trees were removed that she was “startled at the way the sky opened up 
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at the field, the way the land looked wrong. There was too much blue” (64). In 

connecting Katrina’s destruction with that by the couple, Esch reveals that the violence 

in both cases comes from the same force. 

 

After the Storm 

         Salvage the Bones seems to leave little room for hope. The novel ends with 

Esch’s family and other homes destroyed. Her father survives but only after losing 

fingers. Nature also bears the marks of violence, which can be summed up with Esch’s 

description of her post-Katrina surroundings: “We knew where the road was by the feel 

of the stones wearing through the blacktop under our feet; the trees I had known, the 

oaks in the bend, the stand of pines on the long stretch, the magnolia at the four-way, 

were all broken, all crumbled” (241). In this post-apocalyptic world, the usual paths are 

hidden. Nature no longer exists as it once did. Esch thinks, “suddenly there is a great 

split between now and then, and I wonder where the world where that day happened 

has gone, because we are not in it” (251). 

Actual Katrina survivors in Mississippi had similar responses. Weber and 

Messias report that those residents “described their initial feelings of shock, disbelief, 

and disorientation and the intense efforts to establish a sense of normalcy” (1836). 

However, just as these same people “also recollected the collective surge of hope for 

the possibility of social improvement” (1836), the post-Katrina world in Salvage the 

Bones is a new world where new potentialities exist. Esch tells the reader that after 

1969’s Hurricane Camille, the US Gulf Coast’s most infamous hurricane before Katrina, 

the area schools were finally desegregated because “people were too tired finding their 

relatives’ uprooted bodies, reburying them, sleeping on platforms that used to be the 

foundations of their houses, under tents, biking or walking miles for freshwater, for food, 

to still fight the law outlawing segregation” (140). Like Katrina, Camille brought the death 

and destruction of a post-apocalyptic world, but in that world, one aspect of racial 

oppression was lightened. While Esch’s received history indicates that the destruction 

and trauma caused by Camille is wholly responsible for this shift, it seems likely that the 
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unhygienic conditions also contributed. After all, handling dead bodies, being rendered 

homeless, traveling by foot, and losing access to clean water would all result in a 

considerably dirtier environment and thus dirtier people. Considering that White 

residents were more likely to have the resources to afford paying others to buy their 

loved ones, acquiring stable housing with reliable indoor plumbing, and purchasing cars, 

there would have been a gap between their level of cleanliness and their Black 

neighbors, a difference that would have reduced or completely eliminated in a post-

Camille world.  

Similarly, a post-Katrina offers new opportunities in the midst of tragedy. Upon 

learning of her pregnancy, family friend Big Henry reassures Esch, “This baby got a 

daddy . . . . This baby got plenty daddies” (254). Similarly, Esch thinks that she will tell 

the story of Katrina thusly: “She was the murderous mother who cut us to the bone but 

left us alive, left us naked and bewildered as wrinkled newborn babies, as blind puppies, 

as sun-starved newly hatched baby snakes. . . . She left us to learn to crawl” (255). 

Despite the inconvenience of Esch’s pregnancy and despite the total destruction Katrina 

brought, both carry hope, the hope of new life, of new opportunities, of a new world to 

build. That building has already begun before the novel ends. Esch and her family have 

been enlarged by Big Henry and his family, who have taken the former in. Residents of 

and around the Pit have cared for each other and even residents of St. Catherine. Esch 

fosters a new life, and she closes the book thinking that China “will look down on the 

circle of light we have made in the Pit, and she will know that I have kept watch, that I 

have fought. . . . She will know that I am a mother” (258). Just as China was, she will be 

mother to a new life for a new world. However, the comparison extends to Katrina as 

well, a fierce circular storm centered around an eye looking down. 
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