
9th Grade Informational Text 
the The Central Idea of an informative passage is what a passage is all about--stated in a broad 
sentence. In past years, you may have called this the “Main Idea.” Central Ideas are the most 
ESSENTIAL ideas to help you understand an informative text. An informative passage may 
have more than one central idea (just like a short story may have more than one theme). 
 
Steps to finding the central idea: 

1) Look at text features: look at headings and subheadings 
2) Determine the text structure: is it a historical article the structure’s the text 

chronologically? Does the article compare and contrast two different points of view? This 
can help you determine the central idea. 

3) Find the thesis statement: usually at the end of the first paragraph, this sentence can 
help reveal what the article is about. 

 
 
Below is the article “Lee Shermann and The Toxic Louisiana Bayou” by Arlie Hochschild. Read 
the article and determine the central idea of the text. As you read, take note of the details that 
convey the author’s big idea about the effects of pollution on Lee Sherman and his community. 
 
There he is, seated on his wooden front porch overlooking a trim yard in suburban DeRidder, Louisiana, 

watching for my car. He rises from his chair, waving with one arm and steadying himself on his walker 

with the other. A large-chested, 6ft 3in man with a grey crewcut and blue eyes, Lee Sherman, age 82, 

gives me a welcoming smile. A player for the Dallas Texans football team (later renamed the Kansas 

City Chiefs) for two years, an honoree in Who’s Who of American Motorsports, a Nascar racer who 

drove at 200 miles an hour in a neck brace and fire suit, and the proud purchaser of a waterski boat 

once owned by TV’s Wonder Woman, he shakes my hand, apologising, “I’m sorry to be on this thing,” he 

points to his walker, “and not take you through the house properly.” He doesn’t feel like his old self, he 

says, but accepts his feeble legs good-naturedly. Given his dangerous work at the petrochemical1 

company, Pittsburgh Plate Glass (PPG), he is happy to be alive. “All my co-workers from back then are 

dead; most died young,” he tells me. 

As a young man, Sherman trained as a coppersmith in the US naval shipyards outside Seattle, where his 

dad worked as an electrician. When travelling south for work in 1965, he was hired by PPG as a 

maintenance pipefitter2 and soon earned a reputation as a mechanical genius. 

He was fearless and careful, a good fit for his hazardous job fitting and repairing pipes carrying lethal 

chemicals such as ethylene dichloride, mercury, lead, chromium, polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons, and 

dioxins. 



At one point, Sherman narrowly escaped death, he tells me, taking a careful, long sip of coffee. One day 

while he was working, cold chlorine3 was accidentally exposed to extreme heat, which instantly 

transformed the liquid to gas. Sixteen workers were in the plant at the time. Noting that the company 

was short of protective gear, Sherman’s boss instructed him to leave. “Thirty minutes after I left,” he 

says, “the plant blew up. Five of the 15 men I left behind were killed.” The next afternoon, Sherman’s 

boss asked him to help search for the bodies of the dead workers. Two were found, three were not. 

Acid had so decomposed4 the body of one of the three victims that his remains came out in pieces in 

the sewer that drained into a nearby bayou.5 “If someone hadn’t found him,” Sherman says, turning his 

head to look out of his dining room window, “that body would have ended up floating into Bayou 

d’Inde.” 

[5] 

In the 1960s, safety was at a minimum at PPG. “During safety meetings,” Sherman tells me, “the 

supervisor just gave us paperwork to fill out. W orking with the chemicals, we wore no protective facial 

masks. You learned how to hold your nose and breathe through your mouth. 

“The company didn’t much warn us about dangers,” he says, adding in a softer voice, “My co-workers 

did. They’d say, ‘You can’t stand in that stuff. Get out of it.’ I  wouldn’t be alive today, if it weren’t for my 

co-workers.” 

The pipes Sherman worked on carried oxygen, hydrogen, and chlorine, and when a pipe sprung a leak, 

he explains, “I was the guy to fix it.” 

“Did you use your bare hands?” I ask. 

“O h, yeah, yeah.” 

[10] 

Eventually the general foreman6 issued badges to the workers to record any overexposure7 to 

dangerous chemicals, Sherman says, “but the foreman made fun of them. It’s supposed to take two or 

three months before the gauge registers you’ve reached the limit. M y badge did in three days. The 

foreman thought I’d stuck it inside a pipe! ” 

Accidents happened. One day, Sherman was standing in a room, leaning over a large pipe to check a 

filter, when an operator in a distant control room mistakenly turned a knob, sending hot, almond-

smelling, liquid chlorinated hydrocarbons8 coursing through the pipe, drenching him. “It was hot and I 

got completely soaked,” Sherman tells me. “I jumped into the safety shower and had the respirator9 in 



my mouth, so I wasn’t overcome. But the chemical was burning pretty bad. It really gets you worst 

underneath your arms, in between your legs, up your bottom.” Despite the shower, he said, “The 

chemical ate off my shoes. It ate off my pants. It ate my shirt. My undershorts were gone. O nly some 

elastic from my socks and my undershorts remained. It burned my clothes clean off me.”  

As a result of the things he suffered, saw, and was ordered to do as a pipefitter in the petrochemical 

plant, Sherman became an ardent environmentalist. Calcasieu Parish, in which he worked for 15 years 

at PPG, is among the 2% of American counties with the highest toxic emissions per capita. According to 

the American Cancer Society, Louisiana has the second-highest incidence of cancer for men and the 

fifth-highest male death rate from cancer in the nation. 

Lee Sherman’s work at PPG was a source of personal pride, but he clearly did not feel particularly loyal 

to the company. Still, he did as he was told. And one day in the late 1960s, after his acid bath, he was 

told to take on another ominous job. It was to be done twice a day, usually after dusk, and always in 

secret. In order to do this job, Sherman had to wield an 8ft-long “tar buggy”,10 propelled forwards on 

four wheels. Loaded on this buggy was an enormous steel tank that held “heavy bottoms” — the highly 

viscous tar residue of chlorinated hydrocarbon that had sunk to the bottom of kitchen-sized steel 

vessels. A layer of asbestos11 surrounded the tank, to retain heat generated by a heater beneath the 

buggy. Copper coils were wound around its base. The hotter the tar, the less likely it was to solidify12 

before it was dumped. 

W orking overtime in the evenings, under cover of dark, his respirator on, Sherman would tow the tar 

buggy down a path that led towards the Calcasieu Ship Channel in one direction and towards Bayou 

d’Inde in another. 

[15] 

Sherman would look around “to make sure no one saw me” and check if the wind was blowing away 

from him, so as to avoid fumes blowing into his face. H e backed the tar buggy up to the marsh. Then, he 

said, “I’d bend down and open the faucet.” Under the pressure of compressed air, the toxins would 

spurt out “20 or 30 feet” into the marsh. Sherman waited until the buggy was drained of the illegal toxic 

waste. 

“No one ever saw me,” he says.  

Sherman lingers over an event that occurred one day while he was alone on the bank with his secret. 

“W hile I was dumping the heavy bottoms in the canal, I saw a bird fly into the fumes and fall instantly 

into the water. It was like he’d been shot. I put two shovels out into the mud, so I could walk on them 



into the marsh without sinking too far down. I walked out and picked up the bird. Its wings and body 

didn’t move. It looked dead, but its heart was still beating. I grew up on a farm, and I know about birds. I 

walked back on the shovels to the bank with the bird. I held its head in my right hand and its wings and 

body in my left hand. 

“I blew into its beak and worked it up and down. Then it started breathing again. Its eyes opened. But 

the rest of its body still didn’t move. I put it on the hood of my truck, which was warm. Then I left the 

bird to go check my tar buggy. But when I got back, the bird was gone. It had flown away. So that was 

one thing good.” 

During the afternoon, Sherman circles back to the story of the bird, alternating between it and the 

story of the tar buggy. “I knew what I did was wrong,” he repeats. “Toxins are a killer. And I’m very sorry 

I did it. M y mama would not have wanted me to do it. I never told anybody this before, but I knew how 

not to get caught.” It was as if Sherman had performed the company’s crime and assumed13 the 

company’s guilt as his own. 

[20] 

But, like the bird, Sherman himself became a victim. He grew ill from his exposure to the chemicals. 

After his hydrocarbon burn, “M y feet felt like clubs, and I couldn’t bend my legs and rise up, so the 

company doctor ordered me put on medical leave. I kept visiting the company doctor to see if I was 

ready to come back, but he kept saying I shouldn’t come back until I could do a deep knee bend.” 

Sherman took a medical leave of eight months and then returned to work. But not for long.  

In 1980, after 15 years of working at PPG, Sherman was summoned and found himself facing a seven-

member termination committee.14 “They didn’t want to pay my medical disability,” he explains. “So 

they fired me for absenteeism. They said I hadn’t worked enough hours!  They didn’t count my 

overtime. They didn’t discount time I took off for my Army R eserve duty. So that’s what I got fired for — 

absenteeism. They handed me my pink slip. Two security guards escorted me to the parking lot.” 

Sherman slaps the table as if, decades later, he has just got fired again. 

Seven years later, Sherman would meet a member of that termination committee once again. There 

had been an enormous fish kill in Bayou d’Inde, downstream from the spot where Sherman had 

dumped the toxic waste and rescued the overcome bird. A Calcasieu Advisory Task Force met to 

discuss the surrounding waterways, to describe them as “impaired”,15 and to consider issuing a seafood 

advisory,16 warning people to limit their consumption of local fish. 



Local waterways had long been contaminated from many sources. But in 1987, the state finally issued a 

seafood advisory for Bayou d’Inde, the Calcasieu Ship Channel, and the estuary to the Gulf of M exico.17 

The warning was shocking, the first in memory, and it called for limits “due to low levels of chemical 

contamination”. No more than two meals with locally caught fish a month, it said. No swimming, water 

sports, or contact with bottom sediments. It was a very belated attempt by the state of Louisiana to 

warn the public of toxins in its waters. 

Instantly fishermen became alarmed. W ould they be able to sell their fish? W ould residents limit what 

they ate? W ere people now being asked to look at fish, not with relish for a scrumptious gumbo, 

jambalaya,18 or all-you-can-eat fish fry, but as dubious carriers of toxic chemicals? The carefully 

cultivated notion of harmony between oil and fishing — all this was thrown into question, and not just 

in Louisiana. One-third of all seafood consumed across the US came from the Gulf of M exico, and two-

thirds of that from Louisiana itself. 

[25] 

M any livelihoods19 were at stake 

By 1987, several things had transpired that would affect the fishermen’s response to the edict. For one 

thing, PPG was not alone. O ther industries had been polluting so much that Louisiana had become the 

worst hazardous waste producer in the nation. For another thing, the US Congress had established the 

Environmental Protection Agency (1970), the Clean Air Act (1970), and the Clean W ater Act (1972). In 

addition, many small grassroots environmental groups had sprung up throughout the state, led by 

homemakers, teachers, farmers, and others who were appalled20 to discover toxic waste being dumped 

in their backyard, illness, and disease.  

In the meantime, the Louisiana Department of H ealth and H uman Services posted warning signs about 

fishing and swimming, which were promptly riddled with bullets or stolen. Burton Coliseum, the largest 

public meeting place in Lake Charles at the time, was filled “with about a thousand angry fishermen and 

others in the fish industry.” Sherman continues, “W hen the meeting was called to order, it was standing 

room only. I could hear murmuring in the crowd. Oh, they were ready to kill the government.” 

A row of company officials, including two from PPG, company lawyers, and state officials, all sat behind 

a table on a stage in front of the crowd. A state official stood to explain the reason for the seafood 

advisory: the fish had been contaminated. C itizens had to be informed. W hat had caused it? The 

officials from PPG seated on the stage feigned21 ignorance. 



The meeting went on for 20 or 30 minutes, with catcalls to the government officials rising from the 

crowd. 

[30] 

Then, to everyone’s astonishment, uninvited, Lee Sherman — long since fired by PPG — climbed on 

stage. W ith his back to the officials, he faced the angry fishermen, lifted a large cardboard sign, and 

slowly walked from one side of the stage to the other, so all could read it: “I’M  THE O NE W H O 

DUM PED IT  IN  TH E BAYO U.” 

The entire coliseum went silent. 

O fficials tried to get Sherman to leave the stage. But a fisherman called out, “W e want to hear him.” 

“I talked for 36 minutes,” Sherman recalls. “I told them I had followed my boss’s orders. I told them the 

chemicals had made me sick. I told them I’d been fired for absenteeism. 

“The only thing I didn’t tell them was that sitting behind the front table on stage was a member of the 

PPG termination committee that had fired me. That was the best part — the PPG guys had both hands 

over the backs of their heads.” 

[35] 

Now the fishermen knew the fish were truly contaminated. Soon after the meeting, they filed a civil 

lawsuit against PPG and won an out-of-court settlement22 that gave a mere $12,000 to each 

fisherman. 

Sherman had worked hard, unpleasant, dangerous jobs. He had loyally followed company orders to 

contaminate an estuary.23 H e had done his company’s moral dirty work, taken its guilt as his own, and 

then been betrayed and discarded, like a form of waste. The most heroic act of Lee Sherman’s life had 

been to reveal to the world a company’s dirty secret, and to tell a thousand fishermen furious at the 

government that companies like PPG were to blame. 

 
 
What is the central idea of this article? Explain why you think this is the central idea. 


