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CAPTURING LOUISIANA’S
MYSTERIOUS PLACES

I FOUND THE WORK OF Louisiana 
photographer Sarah Galbreath (pictured 
above) in just the same way I find mys-
terious abandoned places — by pure ser-
endipity. A Google Images search for a 
photo of a historical Lake Charles build-
ing led me to a fascinating blog titled A 
California Yankee in King Cake’s Court. 
The blog was loaded with posts about, 
and photos of, abandoned buildings on 
the Louisiana coast.

After some more searching, I was 
able to get in touch with Galbreath; learn 
a bit about her story; and find out just 
what she was looking for when she pho-
tographed Louisiana (and Texas) coastal 
buildings.  

Although Galbreath grew up in 
California, she felt as if she was com-
ing home when she relocated to coastal 
Louisiana as a young adult. The reason 
for her close connection to this region is 
that her ancestors were coastal Cajuns, 
and Galbreath was steeped in their tradi-
tions, ways of life, music and art from an 
early age.

Now that she’s a bona fide Louisiana 
resident, with her home base in Abbeville, 
she often drives down LA-82, which 
doesn’t pass through any town bigger 

than Cameron before it crosses the Texas 
border and becomes TX-82.

‘THE BARRIO’ AND THE 
BIG OLD HOUSES

Perhaps the fact that she grew up 
outside of Louisiana enables Galbreath 
to speak in an extremely direct way about 
what she sees on and near the coasts. 
She writes that Holly Beach “looks like 
a Central American barrio,” and says she 
has heard that it looked “even worse be-
fore the hurricanes.”

When it comes to abandoned coast-
al structures that were a great deal more 
grand than the former wooden shacks of 
Holly Beach, Galbreath notes that the very 
architecture that once made these coastal 
Louisiana buildings distinctive has often 
contributed to their abandonment and de-
mise. “What made them attractive once 
— high ceilings — now makes them hard 
to heat and cool.”

Photographer Sarah Galbreath Documents The Obscure Abandoned
Places Of Coastal Louisiana  By Brad Goins

continued

Above: Cameron damage 
post-Rita.

Left: Hundreds of flip-flops 
are nailed to a post in 
Holly Beach.



64   LAGNIAPPE   March 17, 2016   www.BestOfSWLA.com

THE SABINE LIGHTHOUSE
In one of Galbreath’s photos, the 

viewer can glimpse the Sabine Lighthouse 
in the remote distance. Because of the 
photographer’s distance from the light-
house, and the broad scope of the photo 
she took, the lighthouse looks miniscule 
in comparison to the diverse variety of 
objects that spread out in front of it.

The stretch up to the lighthouse 
looks as if it’s abandoned — or at least 
rarely traveled. Debris, waste and ruins 
of all sorts are scattered about. Couldn’t 
Galbreath have gotten a bit closer to the 
lighthouse?

Maybe, but she wasn’t inclined to. 

As she writes, “there were about 20 ‘No 
Trespassing’ signs scattered about, hand-
scrawled on pieces of plywood in a script 
I think of as ‘redneck murder font.’ I 
[might] have attempted [getting closer] 
anyway, but there were people fishing 
right nearby, and for all I knew it was their 
property. I don’t want to get shot over 
someone thinking I’m trying to steal their 
moldy lumber and desiccated tire scraps.”

One reason she couldn’t get the 
up-close photo she wanted was that she 
didn’t “have long lenses for any of [her] 
film cameras,” and was, therefore, obliged 
to use digital. It’s this sort of meticulous 
detail about the workings of photography 

you’ll see plenty of in Galbreath’s blog.
Looking over the photo she did take, 

Galbreath concluded she “liked the con-
trast between the little shell-scarred bun-
ker, and the weird modern machinery 
hulking in the background. Sabine Pass 
is like that; it’s very rural, but surround-
ed by refineries, and everywhere you 
look there’s refinery towers or oil-drilling 
equipment looming over you.”

‘ABANDONED PLACES 
TELL STORIES’

Like most really talented artists, 
Galbreath is articulate when it comes to 
expressing what she’s trying to do with 

her artistic creations. She’s very specific 
about why she chooses the abandoned 
places of Louisiana as a subject for her 
photography. 

The explanation begins not in 
Louisiana, but in California.

“I think the appeal of abandoned 
places ... is that where I grew up, you 
hardly ever saw them. I lived in the San 
Francisco Bay Area, where development 
was constant and land very valuable, and 
nothing that wasn’t being used was ever 
allowed to just sit. 

“Unused buildings and such were al-
ways torn down so a strip mall or condos 
could be built. Everything looked like it 
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Sabine Parish Lighthouse 
in the distance.

Courthouse in Belle Chase.
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had been built five minutes ago. I grew up 
in a house that no one had ever lived in 
before my family moved into it.

“In a broader sense, I think aban-
doned places appeal to a lot of people just 
because they’re weird. They aren’t serv-
ing their original purpose anymore, so 
you kind of get the feeling that anything 
could happen.”

Places that are a little weird ... where 
anything could happen ... 

Fascinating narratives could develop 
from the influence of such places. Could 
abandoned buildings in different places 
hold different types of weirdness and gen-
erate different types of stories?

“Abandoned places tell stories,” 
says Galbreath, “so abandoned things in 
Louisiana do have a different feel than 
abandoned places elsewhere.” That’s es-
pecially the case in her photos of dam-
aged structures along the Cameron Parish 
coast. 

“Most of that was due to hurricanes, 
so when I look at those things and pho-
tograph them, I’m not just thinking about 
the specific house or overturned car or 
whatever. I’m also thinking about how the 
land changes in coastal Louisiana, both 
over time and very suddenly.

“I’m thinking about how my grand-
parents lost their house in Hurricane Rita. 
I’m wondering what that area will be like 

10, 25, 100 years from now.”

GALBREATH’S LOUISIANA
Having spent a little time in Abbevile, 

I can attest that it’s a picturesque place 
where’s it’s easy to relax. Galbreath has 
never spent time in Lake Charles — just 
in the rural areas to the south and west.

If she did linger in the city that hip-
sters sometimes call “The Chuck,” there’s 
no doubt her plain-spoken ways would 
get her noticed — and fast. She’d cer-
tainly be pigeonholed as a “liberal,” and 
most likely be tagged a “leftist” and a 
“socialist” as well. In her blog, she writes 
about “fantasizing about the hosts of Fox 
& Friends being slowly crushed with a gi-
ant steel-plated edition of The Communist 
Manifesto.” 

More to the point, Galbreath is quick 
to point out the lingering effects of the BP 
oil spill on the SWLA coast. She writes 
“if the Keystone XL Pipeline ever gets 
built, the American end is going to come 
out in Port Arthur” — a statement few 
would dream of uttering in a social setting 
in “The Chuck.”

The fact that Galbreath’s political 
and ecological stances are out of sync 
with those of the typical SWLA resi-
dent doesn’t mean she’s down on coastal 
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Between Perry and Mouton Cove. The chimney is on the outside.
Could another building have been attached in the past?.

continued
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Louisiana. On the contrary — while she’s 
sometimes exacerbated by what she sees 
as the inefficiency and indifference of 
people in some coastal areas, her prose 
demonstrates a deep affection for the 
state.

She writes, for instance, that 
“Louisiana [is] a place where (mostly) 
normal people live (mostly) normal lives.” 
She says this home truth about Louisiana 
isn’t represented in embarrassing reality 
TV shows, but rather in the HBO “slice of 

life” drama Treme, which shows a host of 
New Oreleanians rebuilding their homes 
and communities after Hurricane Katrina. 
With a cast that includes the likes of John 
Goodman and Steve Zahn, Treme intro-
duced viewers to New Orleans music, 

food, history and culture as well as the 
struggles of everyday people for everyday 
survival.

Galbreath writes that Treme “perhaps 
not coincidentally ... had dismal ratings.” 
She suggests, perhaps, that American 
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Unidentified site 
from a roll of 
“mystery” film.

Unidentified site shot with  
LomoChrome Purple film.
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viewers will pass on fictional accounts of 
everyday Louisianans in favor of loosely 
scripted “reality” shows about loud, wild, 
ill-mannered and ill-spoken louts in rural 
backwashes; in other words, the sorts of 
Louisianans that people love to snicker at 
and use as evidence of the very worst ste-
reotypes about the state.

While Galbreath prefers Treme’s 
version of Louisiana to the dark, sinister 
portrayal of southern Louisiana in the TV 
show True Detective, she says, “But you 
know, I’ll take weird religious serial kill-
ers and creepy abandoned churches and 
matriarchal brothels out in the wilderness 
over the current ‘reality’ TV portrayal of 
Louisianans as a bunch of mouth-breath-
in’, gator-wrasslin’, drunken hillbillies.”

Clearly, Galbreath cares enough 
about Louisiana to want to see it portrayed 
in such a way that it won’t become the ob-
ject of ridicule. She also sounds like one 
of the large group of people who watched 
True Detective not just for Matthew 
McConaughhey’s long, razor-sharp ex-
istentialist monologues, but also for the 
show’s leisurely and attentive photogra-
phy of abandoned buildings in rural south 
Louisiana areas. Even though some of the 
“abandoned” buildings were either made 
or altered for the program, they all had the 
intensely unnerving look of certain aban-
doned places in remote rural locales.

GALBREATH’S BLOG
Galbreath’s blog is a cultural smor-

gasbord. Regardless of the topic at 
hand, it’s always a photo blog, because 
Galbreath always takes photos of the 
things she’s writing about — even those 
utterly unrelated to photography.

To give you an idea of the diverse 
and extensive range of topics, here are a 
few Galbreath covers:

• Japanese stationary designs
• Trends in fountain pens
• Retro Soviet and Brownie cameras
• “Pinhole photography” and pin-

hole cameras. Galbreath writes, “I know 
you can make your own camera out of an 
Altoids tin ...”

• Cemeteries of all sorts
• Vintage luggage and
• A Hello Kitty steering wheel wrap.
If you’d like to learn more, visit A 

California Yankee in King Cake’s Court 
at pinstripebindi.wordpress.com.

Time To Make
A Move?
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