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I GREW UP in Salt Lake City. No
African Americans lived in the neigh-
borhood until a lone family arrived

when I was about eighteen. In a vastly
Caucasian area, the few minorities in my
personal experience were Hispanics and
Asian—one of my best friends was
Japanese-American, and my first date was
with a Korean girl. 

Despite the inevitable racial homo-
geneity of the area, I always considered my-
self unprejudiced and believed other local
Latter-day Saints did also. Still, years later,
when my wife told a non-Mormon friend
that we were moving to New York City so
that, among other reasons, our daughter
would be exposed to greater racial diversity,
he was astounded and said that he had
never heard a Mormon say such a thing.
That a Mormon family would want to seek
out racial diversity was beyond him.

This perception, or misperception,
about the attitudes of white Utah Mormons
is a central premise behind the recent docu-
mentary Desert Bayou, which premiered in
theaters on 5 October 2007 and has re-

cently been released on DVD. This film, the
second directed by Alex LeMay, tells the
story of a group of Hurricane Katrina evac-
uees sent by the federal government and
Red Cross to Salt Lake City; though they
left New Orleans voluntarily, they were not
told their destination until onboard the
flight. 

As far as we are told, the group of about
six hundred is entirely composed of African
Americans, and the film details their expe-
riences in Utah and, by extension, the fed-
eral government’s failure to deal adequately
with the Katrina disaster. In doing so, the
filmmakers uncover some latent racial dis-
parities still present in America but uncon-
sciously lay bare some of their own
misperceptions and biases as well.

H urricane Katrina has inspired sev-
eral well-known motion pictures
during the last three-and-a-half

years, but LeMay’s film is singular for its
longitudinal look at the lives of displaced
New Orleanians. In choosing to profile
evacuees to Utah, LeMay seems to have

been seeking for the place most different
from the Crescent City—note the film’s
two-word title—presumably in order to
maximize the film’s dramatic potential.
This is good storytelling, as well as a good
strategy to illustrate the extremities the
evacuees endured and the incompetence of
the federal government’s response. 

Desert Bayou treats some of the issues
surrounding the government’s response to
Katrina, but the body of action occurs in
the deserts of Utah as LeMay singles out
two individuals, Clifford Andrews and
Curtis Pleasant, and their families as repre-
sentatives of the forced diaspora. The long-
term  focus on the lives of a few evacuees is
the film’s greatest strength, although the
film would have been well served to spend
even more time with them and present a
greater analysis of social conditions in New
Orleans before the storm, thus helping us
better contextualize the problems—past
criminal activity and present-day drug
abuse—that each of the protagonists faces
in finding work in Utah. 

Still, LeMay’s decision to focus on
evacuee mistreatment in Utah proves both
enlightening and misguided. Since I am
white, LDS, and a native Utahn, I admit-
tedly tend to sympathize with those charac-
ters, but throughout the film, I sense an
unwarranted agenda against Utah and par-
ticularly the LDS Church, an agenda stem-
ming entirely from the filmmakers’
preexisting prejudices and not supported in
any way by events. 

Certain incidents depicted in the film
show that the evacuees were certainly at
times treated in a discriminatory fashion. In
one instance, they were searched by secu-
rity personnel after disembarking in Salt
Lake. In another, a city official publicly
slanders some of them, identifying them as
violent felons, when in fact they were not. 

During their initial housing at a military
base called Camp Williams, the film focuses
on conditions that curtail evacuees’ per-
sonal freedoms, such as an 11 p.m. curfew
and restrictions on their right of assembly.
Perhaps not surprisingly, the filmmakers
also managed to find local whites who per-
haps inadvertently describe the evacuees in
racist terms as they voice their distrust of
anyone from outside their community. Even
Utah Governor John Huntsman comes
across as uncomfortable with the refugees’
presence. However, it is possible that his
unease was produced by a hostile interview
situation, and man-on-the-street vox pops
interviews ought not to be taken as repre-
sentative of an entire community. 
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Desert Bayou offers an opportunity 
for Latter-day Saints to examine 

themselves and their attitudes towards 
race. But one wishes the filmmakers 

would have begun likewise.
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Complaints against Utah are further un-
dercut by their needless repetition, particu-
larly in the narration, which is
heavy-handed and leading. For instance,
the film begins by describing Salt Lake City
as “an isolated community,” later asking,
“Are the evacuees being criminalized be-
cause they are largely black?” (The film-
makers’ unfamiliarity with the state is also
revealed when they use the term “Utohans”
instead of Utahns.) 

Along the way, some facts favorable to
the state are given—such as that Utah state
officials and the Red Cross helped half of
the evacuees relocate within a few weeks
and that more than a hundred evacuees, or
one-sixth, chose to stay in Utah perma-
nently—but it feels as though these facts
are offered grudgingly, with the knowledge
that they contradict the proposition of uni-
lateral Mormon racism. 

To me, the regulations imposed at Camp
Williams, while unnecessary and intrusive,
seem comically mild compared to the expe-
riences of those remaining in New Orleans:
the flood itself, malnutrition, lack of sanita-
tion and medical care, homelessness, and
extreme violence—whether perpetrated by
police, fellow refugees at places such as the
Superdome, or the gangs of white vigilantes
who, after the flood, allegedly roamed the
streets of Algiers Point indiscriminately
threatening African Americans with
firearms and shooting at least eleven indi-
viduals.1

I n the filmmakers’ eyes, Mormonism
begins as, and remains, a racist reli-
gion. The LDS Church is fingered as re-

sponsible for the city’s lack of diversity and
its residents’ intolerance. Viewers interested
in an informed look at latent racism within
Mormonism will have to go to the recent
film Nobody Knows: The Untold Story of
Black Mormons, for Desert Bayou serves up
the same untruths and distortions that have
fueled anti-Mormonism since the Civil
Rights movement. 

For example, in an abrupt section half-
way through Desert Bayou, a rabbi repeats
the falsehood that Joseph Smith said
slavery was divinely mandated. Further, the
narrator insists that  not until 1990 could
an African American rise to the “middle
ranks” of the Church. I suspect that this
statement is a reference to Brazilian
Helvécio Martins, the first black man to be
called as a general authority, but it is mali-
ciously and deceptively phrased. There is
no attempt to include historians in support
of the Church, to interview Mormons in

New Orleans, to mention the Church’s sig-
nificant humanitarian response to Katrina
and Rita, or otherwise to present a positive
view of Mormonism. 

This entire section at the center of the
film feels as if the filmmakers—for their
presence is palpable—are setting up the
Church as the ultimate modern manifesta-
tion of American racism. The film provides
very little evidence, beyond a few racist and
culturally insensitive remarks, to back up
this claim. It contrasts with the Utahns’ ob-
vious concern for the evacuees and there-
fore ultimately proves unpersuasive; the
issue of Mormonism disappears from the
narrative as quickly as it was raised. The
film improves in its second half as Andrews
and Pleasant strive to put their lives back
together in their new desert home. 

In examining racial discrimination
against Hurricane Katrina evacuees, Desert
Bayou is a much-needed, well-meaning
work and a good complement to films such
as When the Levees Broke and Trouble the
Water. Where it goes off mark is in its at-
tack on the Salt Lake community, vilifying
it for the cultural heritage that has made it
unique. 

This attack seems especially odd be-
cause New Orleans’ heritage is in many
ways parallel. Both cities were formed by
migrants and outcasts—including in New
Orleans’ case the black African slave. As lo-
cations used to express these groups’ col-
lective longings through communion and
ritual, there is very little difference between
Temple Square and Congo Square. 

Perhaps it is my own defensiveness, but
it seems Desert Bayou sets out to pick a
bone but does so in a way unwarranted by
the reception Salt Lake City gave the evac-
uees. The film’s concluding narration,
which grudgingly admits that Utah had, in-
deed, welcomed the New Orleanians with
open arms, is too little, too late to rescue
the film’s credibility. 

Had the LDS Church not been set up as
a racist straw man, the film’s indictment of
actual latent racism in American society
would have been much more potent and
believable. Racism certainly still exists
within Mormonism, within Salt Lake City,
and within all of American society, but I for
one do not feel that Desert Bayou succeeded
in excoriating those demons, because by
exaggerating Utahns’ racism the film-
makers undermine their credibility. Still,
Desert Bayou does offer an opportunity for
Latter-day Saints to examine themselves
and their attitudes towards race, asking, in
effect, “Lord, is it I?” The process simply

feels incomplete because one wishes the
filmmakers had begun likewise—aban-
doning their own cultural and religious
misperceptions as they approached a group
to which they had not previously been ex-
posed. 

NOTES

1. A.C. Thompson, “Katrina’s Hidden Race War,”
The Nation 28, no. 1 (5 January 2009): 11, 13–14,
16-18, also available at http://www.thenation.
com/doc/20090105/thompson. Also see Thompson's
accompanying story “Body of Evidence,” about police
violence, on p. 19–21 of that issue, and the editorial
“Katrina’s Untold Story,” p. 4–5.

TURNING AWAY

“The thing we desperately need 
is to face the way it is.” 

—Theresa Mancuso

Eckhart says before a person 
is struck by a thunderbolt 
he turns unconsciously
toward it.

Horse whisperers tell 
of stallions instinctively 
moving into pressure 
or pain.

We never intend
to harden
by turning away, neglecting 
the wrestle with grief

that bears our name, 
calling us to come forth 
where the stone
has been rolled away.

—ANITA TANNER
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