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   Have you experienced a natural or man-made disaster? 
What was it like, in those first few hours, as you met 
neighbors you may not have spoken with in ages, as you 
clustered around the scene of tragedy or destruction and tried 
to figure out what you would do for food or water or shelter. 
Or maybe you evacuated, heeding the warnings of officials, 
and had to return  home, with your heart in your throat as you 
approached your home, not knowing if it still stood or had 
become part of that debris field you just drove through...  
   There are many *official* responses to disaster, FEMA in 
particular, but other gove rnmental and volunteer agencies as 
well. Yet the real healing following any event, large or small, 
happens when neighbors reach out to help one another. The 
stories in In the Wake of Disaster  illustrate this and range 
from *the big ones*; Ivan, Katrina, an d Sandy, through two 
tornados in Arkansas and Alabama, and even overseas, to 
Haiti after Hannah and Burma after Cyclone Nargis, both in 
2008.  
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   This book is distributed  under a Creative Commons 
Attribution -NonCommercial -ShareAlike 3.0 license. That 
means you are free: 

¶ to Share -- to copy, distribute and transmit the work, 
and 

¶ to Remix -- to adapt the work 
Under these conditions:  

¶ Attribution. You must attribute the work i n the 
manner specified by the author or licensor (but not in 
any way that suggests that they endorse you or your 
use of the work). 

¶ Noncommercial. You may not use this work for 
commercial purposes. 

¶ Share Alike. If you alter, transform, or build upon this 
work, you may distribute the resulting work only 
under the same or similar license to this one. 

¶ If you reuse or distribute, you must make clear to 
others the license terms of this work. The best way to 
do this is with this link: 
http://www.derekjoetennant.ne t/copyright  

Note: Any of the above conditions can be waived if you get my 
permission, through the above website. 
More info about this license is available here: 
http://creativecommons.org/lic enses/by-nc-sa/3.0/  
 
   As you may deduce from the above, my joy derives from the 
act of creation. I write to inspire you, to move your heart, and 
hopefully to amuse you all the while. We live in a sea of energy 
and consciousness. This energy is like water: its best work is 
when it is moving, vibrant and cleansing, alive with 
possibility. When it is trapped, captured, unable to flow it 
becomes stagnant and even toxic, a breeding site for dis-ease. 
I best serve when I allow energy to flow through me, when I 
am but a channel for consciousness to evolve. Moving my 
energy into the Universe allows room for energy to flow into 
me, nourishing and supporting me.  
   I hope you are grateful for what I have created, that it has 
moved you in some way. You can thank me for my work in 
several ways:  

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/


¶ bringing it into the awareness of others spreads the 
energy  

¶ using any inspiration to take your own action or to 
embellish this work before passing it along feeds the 
flow  

¶ or if you are so moved, showing your appreciation by 
passing some of your energy in the form of money 
back to me via my website also continues the flow that 
nourishes everyone. 

I welcome your comments and/or questions. Contact me at 
derek@derekjoetennant.net 

  



First Peek: Biloxi , September 2005, One Month 
After Hurricane Katrina  

 
   I've already gotten used to driving around 
debris large enough to hold nails that can 
puncture my tires. And it's no big deal now 
to drive along the freeway and see couches, 
clothes, and file cabinets on the shoulder. 
Thankfully, it only took the road crews three 
weeks to get the soda machine out of the 
middle lane of I -10; clearing the debris from 
the interstate highway was that far down 
the *to-do* list, and we were so used to 
driving around it that it really didnôt matter 
much. I fear that I will hurt myself when I 
return home, because now I donôt think 
twice before driving over power lines 
draped across the roadway. But what still 
gets to me...the clothes in the tops of 
trees....the house in the creek, up against the 
bridge...th e three óDorothyô houses1 on Oak 
Street, blocking  the southbound lane on 
three different blocks ... the flagpole, bent 
only four feet from the top as if run over by 
a car. I can't imagine what it was that 
struck the pole hard enough to bend it like 
that so far from the ground. Or the twelve 
square block area completely pulverized, 
only piles of wood and metal, with some 
shiny parts that might be glass, capped by 

                                                   
1 Houses that floated off their foundation and landed 
somewhere else, annoying when they ended up in a roadway. 



what seems like parts of a roof here and 
there....and now, five weeks later, a little 
cleared spot in the center, with a 10 X 10 
pop-up canopy sheltering a table with some 
trinkets salvaged, nothing larger than a 2 -
liter bottle. Or driving back to the hotel each 
night, a two mile drive through a 
neighborhood where the only  lights are an 
occasional fli cker of a flashlight in the 
distance....and the lights of my  hotel, but 
only above the first  three floor s, which are 
still dark and wet and without power . 

 
A *Dorothy House* on Oak Street, Biloxi  

 
Katrina : a name that will live in the hearts of 
millions o f Americans, tainted with the smell of 
disaster . A hurricane that exceeded any that came 
before, Katrina  brought 25 feet of storm surge and 



winds topping 145 mph onshore in Hancock 
County, Mississippi on 29 August 2005. I work for 
the Federal Emergency Management Agency 
(FEMA) following big storms. Hurricane Ivan was 
my first, in late -2004. Since then Iôve been 
deployed for varying lengths of time and various 
positions within the Agency for Dennis, Katrina, 
Gustav, Ike, and Sandy, as well as the tornado 
cluster that famously destroyed 20% of Tuscaloosa 
in 2011. I have responded with a small group of 
volunteers from all over the world to assist 
survivors in Biloxi after Katrina, Haiti after Hannah 
in 2008, and Mena Arkansas after a tornado ripped 
through half  the town in 2009. I also volunteered 
with the City of Santa Clara Fire Department from 
1992-2001, and volunteer with a local group as 
Incident Commander and Emergency Services Unit 
Dispatcher for public events such as air shows or art 
festivals. I like wh at a friend wrote to me when I 
was volunteering on the Thai-Burma border in 
2008, just after Cyclone Nargis left tens of 
thousands of Burmese dead or missing... ñYou still 
alive? You seem to have an uncanny knack for 
finding the dead center of planetary chaos...ò Now 
that's appropriate for a tombstone! But it is Katrina 
that everyone asks about first, and I helped there 
both as a paid FEMA employee, and as a volunteer 
helping people prepare to rebuild. There are many 
misconceptions about FEMA that can be clarified as 
I detail some of the stories from my service. In The 
Wake Of Disaster will primarily focus on these 
stories, written at the time and with the raw, fresh 



emotion of the experience, and with occasional 
explanations about how FEMA operates.  
 

Bilox i, October, 2005: I have yet to meet 
anyone who is hostile. That might change 
soon, as patience wears out. It's hard to be 
patient with  the ponderous wheels of 
government when local officials go on TV 
and say "everyone is getting $2358 for 
housing" when everyone isn't  and you live in 
your car wearing  clothes you picked out of 
the Dollar General parking lot, thrown 
there so DG could try to clean the mud off 
the floor so it could begin to mold  dry out. 
It's hard to be patient when the neighbors 
next door have a new, free travel trailer 
from the US Government and you are still 
waiting on anything at all because you 
didn't understand online registration and 
registered twice by mistake.  

 
First letôs get to know something about FEMA and 
how it operates. From Wikip edia: 

The Robert T. Stafford Disaster Relief and 

Emergency Assistance Act (Stafford Act) is a 

United States federal law designed to bring an 

orderly and systemic means of federal natural 

disaster assistance for state and local 

governments in carrying out their responsibilities 

to aid citizens. Congress' intention was to 

encourage states and localities to develop 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_federal_law


comprehensive disaster preparedness plans, 

prepare for better intergovernmental 

coordination in the face of a disaster, encourage 

the use of insurance coverage, and provide 

Federal assistance programs for losses due to a 

disaster. 

The Stafford Act is a 1988 amended version of 

the Disaster Relief Act of 1974. It created the 

system in place today by which a presidential 

disaster declaration of an emergency triggers 

financial and physical assistance through the 

Federal Emergency Management Agency 

(FEMA). The Act gives FEMA the responsibility 

for coordinating government-wide relief efforts. 

The Federal Response Plan [it mandates] 

includes the contributions of 28 federal agencies 

and non-governmental organizations, such as the 

American Red Cross. It is named for Sen. Robert 

Stafford (years in Senate 1971 ï 1989), who 

helped pass the law. [In March 2003 it was 

merged into the newly-created Department of 

Homeland Security.] 

   Note that FEMA is a coordinating agency : 
there is no mandate to traffic goods or services in 
the Stafford Act. Congress may appropriate2 money 
to assist survivors; FEMA may facilitate the 
distribution of those funds, but the money is given 
to states and it is up to the state to decide how to 

                                                   
2 or not, as following Hurricane Sandy for a political reason I 
will mention later  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Disaster_Relief_Act_of_1974
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Federal_Emergency_Management_Agency
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/American_Red_Cross
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_Stafford
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_Stafford


spend the money. In fact, there are still billions of 
dollars remaining in state coffers, especially in 
Mississippi and Louisiana, from the appropriations 
made in December 2005 by Congress following 
Katrina.  FEMAôs mandate is to bring order to the 
chaos, not to serve water or meals. Each event is 
managed by a Federal Coordinating Officer who is 
assisted by the State Coordinating Officer. FEMAôs 
work is consistently seen as a partnership between 
federal money and state decision-making. States get 
to decide what funds survivors can request, and 
what the limits are. Every event is different, so this 
book will often talk about generic rules and 
concerns. Your disaster may work out differently.  

 
The bridge that li nked Biloxi with Ocean Springs pre-Katrina. 
Mississippi would decide how federal funds would be spent to 

build its replacement.  

 



   Believe it or not, getting money from the 
government is neither easy nor quick. FEMA is 
working hard to improve the process; but as it 
stands, until we get better about tethering laptops 
to Blackberries and finding a table somewhere, 
once an area has become a Presidentially-declared 
Disaster Area you need to either go online to 
www.fema.gov or make a phone call (1-800 -621-
FEMA) in order to register a claim for assistance. 
Both of these methods are extremely problematic in 
areas that have lost power, cell towers, and phone 
lines. Keep in mind also that in these times of 
austerity and government cutbacks, FEMA is 
unable to keep a fully-trained and staffed phone 
center operating at levels that can endure the flood 
of phone calls when Hurricane Sandy affects tens of 
millions of people across a 12 state area. Standing 
up a phone center takes time, just as bringing in 
thousands of pallets of water takes time, especially 
when roads are blocked by trees and power lines. 
And as much of the process is computerized, if two 
people register from the same address, or if two 
applications have the same social security number 
involved, then all the affected applications must be 
notified by mail and then hand -processed, causing 
further delays. These issues are obviously very 
frustrating to someone who desperately wants to 
stop sleeping in their waterlogged car, but doesnôt 
have the funds for the first - and last-monthôs rent 
on a new rental, the price of which just doubled and 
for which there is a waiting list. But remember the 
outcry whenever someone tells a story of FEMA 
fraud? People are outraged whenever a government 

http://www.fema.gov/


agency gets taken for a ride by a citizen who sees an 
opportunity to game the system. But the 
appropriate response by government is too tighten 
the process, making it harder for people to get 
money, and then FEMA is criticized for not 
responding quickly enough. 

 
You know Katrina when you understand that the sign is 

not funny . 

 
   This is not meant to say that there is no room for 
improvement. Following Katrina, many roads were 



blocked within a triangle basically 200 miles per 
side. Imagine for a moment the physical challenges 
presented by this lack of accessibility if you think 
that the assistance arrived slowly. FEMA actually 
waited four weeks before expanding operations 
beyond a skeleton crew in the Biloxi area precisely 
because of the inability to provide shelter, food and 
water for us. 
   In Biloxi,  centered on the coastal side of that 
triangle,  we found that many people in the affected 
area were living in homes that had been in their 
family for generations. They had no mortgage, and 
thus there was no need for flood insurance. If this 
were your situation, would $31,900 3 enable you to 
rebuild your home when you only have a minimum 
wage job sufficient to  pay the bills and buy beer 
every weekend, but nothing else? Where can these 
people turn for help? In reality, they have often 
been unable to rebuild, and the population along 
the Gulf Coast has yet to return to pre-Katrina 
levels. 
 

Biloxi: She's not even 5 feet tall. The wide 
brimmed hat is immediately recognized, 
recalling the green of the rice paddie s in 
Southeast Asia. She looks older than her 
years, but that may just be weathering, a 
result of exposure to tropical sun and wind. 
The broom in her hands furiously attacks 
the dirt and scraps of wood that litter the 

                                                   
3 This is the maximum amount of total assistance FEMA will 
provide, even if your home is completely gone. 



sidewalk,  pushing it onto other debris  
already covering the asphalt  of the street. 
The house, that used to be set 20 feet back 
from the curb, tilts at a small angle just 
three feet from the street. The violence that 
wrenched it from its foundation broke out 
every window, and twisted the doorwa y so 
the front door is jammed open. My  quick 
glimpse inside shows mold, black mold, 
climbing the walls in the humid September 
heat. I shake my head, wondering at the 
normalcy she yearns for, but that she will 
never know again in this hulk of wood and 
drywa ll. And I  drive on, trying not to stare.  

 
   Letôs look at this flood insurance issue. No 
corporation insures property against flooding. Only 
the U.S. government sells flood insurance. The rates 
are high, and higher if you are in a designated flood 
plain ( i.e., likely to flood in the future), and higher 
still if there has been flooding on your land in the 
past. And yet, when claims began to *flood in* 
following Hurricane Sandy in late -2012, the 
program was insolvent. It took a special bill passed 
by Congress 4 January 2013 that allowed the 
National Flood Insurance Program to borrow up to 
$9 billion to reimburse homeowners to keep the 
insurance in operation. And for anyone that relies 
upon private insurance to pay claims for wind 
damage, in most cases the companies point to 
*wind -blown-water damage* as an excuse to call it 
flooding, and thus reject the claim as ineligible.  
 



   Portions of this book are not about FEMA; I have 
also assisted survivors in other capacities, primarily 
as a volunteer. In 2004 I began  my FEMA career 
with Ivan, but that year saw another disaster that 
exceeds anything the U.S. has ever imagined; the 
Indonesian quake and tsunami on 26 December. 
 

Musing About 9. 1 
29 December 2004 

 
   Youôve probably heard these things 
already. This is Thailandôs September 11, 
except that thereôs no Bin Laden to blame. 
Thai TV is running non -stop commercial -
free coverage on every channel of the 
recovery efforts in P atong Beach and other 
nearby islands and beachfront towns in 
Phuket. The Thai death toll isnôt higher  than 
the Twin Towers and all the rest , but the 
Kingôs grandson is among the victims, so 
every  Thai has lost a member of the family 
in this disaster.  
   We didnôt feel the quake here in Tak, but 
others in our neighborhood  did.  We first 
heard about t he tsunami over the 
loudspeakers that the nearby Buddhist 
temple normally uses to broadcast its 
morning service to our neighborhood.  I 
donôt understand that much Thai, but I 
instantly knew that whatever was being 
announced was very, very bad news, 
judging only by the looks on the faces of my 
neighbors as the words poured out. There is 



damage from the quake (minor) in Chiang 
Mai. If Chiang Mai is Seattle, the tsunami in 
Phuket is Los Angeles, and the epicenter of 
the quake is in CABO SAN LUCAS. Thatôs the 
difference between a measly 7.4 (Loma 
Prieta, 1989) and 9.1 (Indonesia, 2004).  

 
Tak, Thailand, where I was at the time, is just to the right of 

Yangon, Burma on the map above. 
 



   BBC reports the quake lasted over four 
minutes and ruptured a fault line ove r 600 
miles long. Thatôs about the length of 
California. The island of Sumatra was 
moved 100 feet west. There was one teaser 
for an upcoming report that said the Earthôs 
rotation was affected by this quake. I missed 
the detailsé.anyone else hear about that? 
   BBCôs coverage has been outstanding. 
Theyôve reporters in many locales. Two 
provinces in Indonesia have only seen one 
reporter, BBC of course. Thereôs one 
province in Indonesia that even days after 
the event, still has not been heard from. The 
roads and bridges are so gone, no one can 
get in. Many of the deaths in Indonesia (at 
this point, just over one half of the total) are 
from the quake, not the tsunami. One photo 
op on BBC showed the reporter and a 360 
degree pan from the town squareé.no 
people, only rubble. Two recognizable 
buildings in the middle of town. Oh, over 
there, that group of four folks are 
scavenging. Looking for water. Itôs more 
valuable than gold now, in Indonesia.  
   But life goes on. The bar in Patong Beach 
where I met Konkanok  (my Thai wife) will 
re-open tonight. The building was under 
water at some point, and anything not 
nailed down was gone, but theyôve managed 
to clean things up and get a fresh supply of 
beer (no ice) and part of getting back to 
normal is beginning to do normal things 



again. Like drink warm beer. No chairs or 
tables yet, but lights will be on and they will 
have water if you prefer that to beer. And 
the foreign tourists, they came to Patong to 
celebrate New Yearôs and forget about the 
bad year of 2004. Itôs the Thai job to help 
them forget.  
   Happy New Year!  

 
   And speaking of volunteer work and the 2004 
tsunami, one organization was born out of that 
disaster that still provides international disaster 
response today. Originally named *Hands On 
USA*, then *Hands On Disaster Response*, it is in 
its third iteration as *All Hands*, a name change 
prompted no doubt by the fact that the majority of 
its volunteers for international projects come from 
outside the U.S. I met, and volunteered with, this 
group as they worked their second project following 
Katrina:  

Hands On - Biloxi  
 

   I heard them before I could see them, they 
were laughing and yelling back and forth. 
The seven boys came into view, filling the 
lanes in the roadway and slowly riding 
their bikes. They seemed to be having the 
time of their lives....and all seven bikes were 
identical blue and white Huffy bikes. Hands 
On USA had raised money on their website, 
and found a donor who would match their 
own $5000 with his own, and now 100 new 
Huffy bikes cruise through East Biloxi. What 



struck me, as I watched this afternoon, was 
that this was the first time I have heard 
children laugh since arriving here 7 weeks 
ago. I am sad that it took so long, yet glad 
that it has finally happened; so many 
thanks to Hands On USA! 
   I've another Hands On story this weekend  
[the one before Thanksgiving] . Saturday 
night was the Homecoming Prom for a local 
high school in D'lberville, the town on the 
mainland end of the only remaining bridge 
here in Biloxi. Most of the students only 
have a few pieces of recycled clothing , and 
many parents are still out of work. A Hands 
On volunteer contacted a friend in her 
hometown of Pittsburgh, and 2 weeks ago, 
400 prom dresses showed up. A parents' 
committee has been busy hemming the 
dresses so that every girl would have a 
"new" dress to wear to the Prom. At the last 
minute, the Principal's daughter had no 
date...and one of the Hands On volunteers 
escorted her. 
 
   Hands On USA is less than a year old. It 
was formed by a few Americans who went 
to Thail and following the tsunami to 
volunteer their help for 3 weeks . After 
returning they began to raise money to take 
on other projects, expecting to spend some 
time each year giving back to the world 
community. Along came Katrina at a time 
they had planned to do a housing project in 



Sudan. They turned up in Biloxi instead. 
Since a week after the storm, they have been 
helping residents here. I first ran across 
them because they have opened the East 
Biloxi Recovery Coordination Committee. 
Literally thousands of v olunteers are 
showing up to help Biloxi and the 
surrounding areas recover; and Hands On 
USA has taken on the task of organizing this 
flood of assistance. They have gone door-to-
door to identify who needs assistance, and 
then distribute *work orders* to gro ups of 
volunteers who complete the tasks. 
Additionally, they have enough volunteers 
of their own to run other projects; for the 
last month they have been gutting houses. 
This entails removing everything in the 
home, furniture, dry wall, appliances, 
photos, carpets....right down to the studs. 
The many groups  have done this for more 
than a thousand homeowner s so far. 
Interestingly, they have managed to keep a 
steady supply of volunteers flowing through 
their  organization by using Craig's List. 
Check now, and see if you can find their 
request. I found this a fascinating use of 
what most consider to be *just* a flea 
market -type site4. 
   It should now be no surprise when I tell 
you, that today on my first day off since 

                                                   
4 Remember, in November 2005 Craigôs List was still in its 
infancy 



coming here, I joined with Hands On and 
helped to gut two homes and clear the 
debris in the yard of another. There were 25 
volunteers, divided into two teams. I don't 
know what the second team managed to do, 
but I know of two homeowners who can 
now move to the sanitation step and get 
their homes back to livable conditions much 
sooner than if they had to do this work 
themselves. Having a dozen young folks 
(folks my age were rare, but I wasn't the 
only *old* person ) blitz your drywall saves 
weeks of work for most homeowners and 
gets the trash out on the curb for the third  
pass of the debris removal trucks. Both are 
valuable services. 
   Glad today's note isn't as dark as the rest 
of my writings from Biloxi. We are 
beginning to see light again here, 
thankfully!  

 
   Besides the outstanding work Hands On was 
doing coordinating volunteers, one aspect of the 
group really captured my heart: they use the 
physical labor as a way to enter the community, and 
then they look around and ask, ñHow can we really 
make a difference here?ò In Biloxi, that small act 
that had huge impact was a project to place small, 
laminated, cardboard street signs on trees and 
buildings. Most of the signs were gone, taken by the 
objects that were borne by the storm surge. Imagine 
having a few thousand volunteers, new to the city, 
that you need to direct to a particular location. You 



can hand them a map, but it is useless without the 
corresponding signage on every corner. I spoke 
with a FEMA co-worker, a Mississippi resident, in 
2010 about the recovery efforts in Biloxi. He 
mentioned that some of those signs were still 
posted, five years later! 
   My job title  with FEMA , until mid -2012, was 
*Disaster Assistance Employee*. We were referred 
to as *DAEs*, and were basically on 24-hour call at 
any time that we had made ourselves available in 
the DAE database. We had to be available at least 
two months during the governmentôs fiscal year to 
remain in the program. We work 7am ï 7pm, 7 days 
a week, when we first get deployed. At some point, 
the hours recede; we may only work 10 hours each 
day, and we eventually get a day off each week. This 
is all driven by the needs of the situation. Katrina 
was the worst: I left home 5 September and my first 
day off was the Sunday before Thanksgiving. The 
DAE workforce is heavily skewed towards older 
people; it is difficult for most younger folks to have 
this kind of drop -what-you-had-planned availability 
and keep a regular job. FEMA covers all expenses, 
including a per diem to cover meals and incidental 
expenses and money for laundry. The program has 
changed now, more on this later.  
 
   When you work with any group: FEMA, All 
Hands, Red Cross, you hear the stories as people 
come to terms with what they have experienced. 
Science teaches us now about *mirror neurons*: it 
seems that we have only to view or hear about the 
experiences of another, and the same areas of our 



brain activate as if the experience had been our 
own. One of the changes that we instituted in Biloxi, 
within the FEMA framework, that I am most proud 
of was an effort to get crisis counseling in place for 
FEMA staff: counseling for the counselors, so to 
speak. Often survivors donôt need to be handed food 
or even money, as much as they need a sympathetic 
ear, a compassionate listener to hear their story. 
 

Biloxi: Yesterday the owner of the second 
house we were gutting tol d us her story. 
She, her son, her nephew and his wife were 
in her home the day of the storm. Their front 
door is 26 feet above sea level, on a hill with 
a dock out into the Back Bay. She was 
sandbagging the kitchen -to-garage door at 
9:30 am (wa ter was coming under the 
door) when a 3 foot wave crashed through 
her front windows into the living room. By 
the time she and her son got out into the 
backyard, the water was above their ankles. 
The fence had already blown down, so 
getting onto the street  behind their house 
was easy, but fighting uphill through the 
winds and dodging falling trees was not. 
[Note: wind speed at this point in Biloxi was 
*only* about 120 mph.] They went two 
streets up, and tried to get into a house. The 
occupants wouldn't let them in , so they 
sheltered in a shed behind that house. At 
least until a tree fell on it. Then they went 
one more street further back, and found 
someone peeking out of a window who took 



them in. Besides the highlighted part above, 
I was struck by two parts  of her tale. First 
she was describing how her nephew and his 
wife had gone back into the house looking 
for their second cat. This while the water 
was rising (it got to four feet deep before it 
was done). She said as she was sitting in the 
shed, she kept dialing her nephew's cell 
phone (on her own phone) to be sure he was 
safe. Wow; the cell phones were still 
working at that point. Second, she finished 
by saying that her perspective is so different 
now. In her words, ñI used to get so angry 
when my hamburge r wasn't made just 
right, now I'm grateful for any food. I u sed 
to take so much for granted:  my son lives 
just a few minutes away driving, but 45 
minutes when I have to walk  to get there. 
And lastly, you're here today removing 
every bit of stuff I've accum ulated over a 
lifetime of buying things. And I don't care a 
whit about that, because I'm alive, my 
family is all OK, and that's what's truly 
important."  
   Before we volunteers went off to serve the 
free dinner on Thanksgiving Day, the 
coordinator gathere d everyone for a 
briefing. She ended it saying "Nothing that 
can go wrong today can rival 29 August. 
Don't get upset, keep smiling, it can't be as 
bad as what we went through 3 months 
ago." Don't lose sight of what's important, 
when you think of how to dea l with your 



'stuff'. Having lost a house (and more)  due 
to fire I can also vouch for what's 
important. But I also recognize the stress 
surrounding losing your stuff. It even 
generates guilt, for folks who miss it and 
then feel it shouldn't be important, so w hy 
am I missing it? Ah, the complicated lives 
we lead, huh?  

 
   Of course others have stories to tell about what it 
is like to experience Mother Nature venting fury 
upon what Man has built. Apologies, author 
unknown:  
 

TWAS THE NIGHT BEFORE THE HURRICANE  
 

 
'Twas the night before the hurricane 
When all through the state 
Not a gas pump was pumping 
Not a store open late 
 
All the plywood was hung 
On the windows with care 
Knowing that a hurricane  
Soon would be there 
 
The children were ready 
With flashlights in h and 
While bands from the hurricane  
Covered over the land 
 
And mama with her Mag-Lite  



And I in my cap 
Had just filled the bath tub  
For flushing our crap  
 
When out on the lawn 
There arose such a clatter 
I sprang from the closet 
To see what was the matter 
 
The trees on the fence 
And the neighbor's roof torn  
Gave the fear of us dying 
In this terrible storm  
 
With a little wind gust  
So lively and quick 
I remembered quite clearly  
Our walls weren't brick  
 
More rapid than eagles 
Her courses they came 
And she whistled, and wafted 
And surged all the same 
 
Off shingles! Off sidings! 
Off rooftops! Off power!  
Down trees! Down fences! 
Down trailers! Down towers!  
 
In the south of Mississippi  
She continued to maul 
Screaming Blow Away! 
Blow Away! Blow Away All!  



 
As wind ripped and tossed 
The debris through the sky 
I peeked out the shutters 
At cars floating by 
 
So go to the safe-room 
My family did do  
With a portable radio  
And batteries too 
 
And then, in a twinkling  
I heard on the set 
The end was not coming 
For a few hours yet! 
 
As I calmed down the kids 
And was turning around  
Through the window it came 
With a huge crashing sound 
 
A tree branch it was 
All covered in soot 
The wind blew it smack-dab 
On top of my foot 
 
A bundle of twigs 
Now lay in a stack 
And my living room looks  
Like it was under attack 
 
The wind - how it howled!  
The storm - very scary! 



Myself and the family  
Were all too unwary 
 
The dangers of hurricanes 
Are serious, you know 
They are taken for granted 
As Katrina did show 
 
With the winds dying down  
And the danger beneath 
I noticed my tool shed 
Was missing its sheath 
 
So I grabbed my last tarp 
And nailed it on down  
Then I got in my car 
And I headed to town 
 
The traffic was awful 
And stores had no ice 
My five gallon cooler 
Would have to suffice 
 
Generators were scarce 
Not one left in town  
There were trees on the roads 
And power lines down 
 
FEMA was ready (not!) 
With people to work  
Electrical companies 
Came in from New York 
 



And in the midst of  
This peculiar routine  
Another storm emerged 
Just out in the Ocean5 
 
I sprang to the car 
And gave my family a whistle 
Then away we all went 
Like a Tomahawk missile 
 
You could hear us exclaim 
As we drove out of sight 
"The hell with this place,  
Vermont seems just right!"  

 
   FEMA has three basic sections: Public Assistance, 
Individual  Assistance, and Community Relations. 
In Public Assistance (PA), FEMA provides money 
and engineering to repair, rebuild, and mitigate 
future impacts of storms on public infrastructure: 
bridges and roads, libraries and schools, and City 
Halls, for example. This section also provides 
money to assist local jurisdictions with the 
increased cost of providing life safety: the extra 
hours and overtime for police, fire, and medical 
personnel. 
   I was deployed as part of the PA section for 
Hurricane Gustav in 2008.  We were sent to Baton 
Rouge, because the forecast track of Gustav had it 
making a direct hit on New Orleans. The plan was 
to stage nearby, and thus be on scene in NOLA 

                                                   
5 Hurricane Wilma  



within hours of the eye passing overhead. However, 
as is often the case, the storm made a left turn at 
the last moment and the eye went over Baton Rouge 
instead: 
 

Baton Rouge, 2008: Why did I think that 
lessons would be learned from Katrina?  
I walked in to a Command Center being set 
up, 31 August, exactly what I expected. Got 
something for m e to do I ask? 
   ñYeah, the FEMA liaison inside the 
Emergency Operations Center in New 
Orleans (the one where Mayor Nagan and 
FEMAôs Federal Coordinating Officer are 
doing their work)  has a family illness and 
needs to leave within the next 3 hours, can 
you go replace her?ò 
Sure, I say, where do I go?  
   ñOh go get your badge first, you can't get a 
laptop  or through the military checkpoints 
to get into New Orleans without it. ò Then,     
ñOh, darn, we don't make badges on 
Sundays....come back on Monday at 8 am.ò 
   And during that eveningôs *daily * 6 pm 
conference call: ñSo.....where do we put the 
people who are on the busses evacuating 
from New Orleans? Can we send them on to 
the shelter that was just opened in 
Arkansas?ò 
   ñNo, they're on school buses, and those 
buses can't leave Louisiana.ò  
ñWell, they've been sitting in Shreveport 
(near  the Arkansas border) for the last 2 1/2 



hours waiting to find out where they  can get 
off.ò 
ñWe'll get back to you once we figure that 
out.ò 
 

[Then Monday, the day Gustav make s landfall]  
 

   In typical FEMA fashion, I continued to 
wait for my badge the entire morning. My 
assignment, once I had my badge, was to be 
the liaison between the State and local 
officials in Region 8, a dozen counties 
(Louisiana calls  them parishes) in the 
Northeastern corner of the state. This is the 
section of LA least affected by the storm. As 
luck would have it, 20 minutes before I had  
my badge in hand, the doors on the building 
were locked by Safety to prevent anyone 
from leaving during the peak of the storm. 
We were left to huddle around the TVs and 
peer out of the glass front doors, the only 
view outside left after everything else had 
been covered in plywood. The power went 
out at  about 1 pm, the generator was 
functioning within half an hour, an d we 
were left to listen to the wind banging on the 
roll -up doors that protect the  receiving dock 
with a sound like a sonic boom. 
   The eye of the storm passed Baton Rouge 
about 15 miles to the south, so we were very 
close to peak wind as it passed. By the time 
it got to us, peak wind  was 98 mph. At 5 pm, 
the doors were opened and I was able to 



leave for my 4-hour drive north.  
   Wind was still gusting to 70 as I began my 
drive, and I drove cautiously. Rain  was still 
an issue and the roads were littered, in some 
places lanes were blocked, by downed trees 
and tree limbs. My rental is a 2007 Prius. 
Good thing, since I was able to average 47 
mpg with my cautious driving and only  
used half a tank going 210 miles through 
countryside completely without power. It  
was after 7:30 before I saw lig hts on, and 
that was only one little pocket in  a town of 
maybe a dozen buildings. 
   About 45 minutes north of Baton Rouge, in 
the dark, I was driving on a two -lane state 
road and came upon a police car, lights 
flashing, parked diagonally facing my 
directi on across the median stripe. 
Assuming the road was blocked, I pulled off 
onto the shoulder just in front of the car, put 
my FEMA badge around my neck, and 
stepped out into the driving rain. I came to 
within 10 feet of the driver -side window 
when it rolled down. I held out my FEMA 
badge and started to ask if I could get 
through the roadblock when the officer 
stuck his arm outside the car, index finger 
pointing above my head. ñJust making sure 
no one runs into that,ò he said, and then he 
withdrew his arm and rolled the window 
back up. I looked up, and just four inches  
above my head, was a power line. Thanks a 
lot, officer!  



   But other than trees down and power out, 
not much else was evident. Few roofs off in 
Baton Rouge, almost no other visible 
damage the entire trip. Weôll see what 
happens in the aftermath  with flooding, but 
all in all, I feel we got out of this  one lucky. 

 
Baton Rouge LA, 5:10pm 1 September 2008é two minutes 
before I drove over someoneôs front yard to get past other 

trees in the roadé 
 

 
Tuesday morning, Monroe, Louisiana: Last 
night I thought I was outrunning the storm. 
Gustav was traveling NW at  about 8 mph, I 
was driving N at 50.  While I was driving, 
and not getting minut e-by-minute updates, 
it turned n orth too. So this morning, it 
caught me, the eye again passing just a bit 



west of me, leaving me to enjoy the feeder 
bands a second time, the parts of the storm 
containing the most rain. I still say, 
however, that the rain in Thailand comes 
down harder during the monsoons  than 
what Iôve seen from  this hurricane . 
   Iôm in Monroe, LA, interfacing with the 
various Emergency Services (police, 
fire, etc.) in the county Emergency 
Operations Center (EOC). Thereôs just not 
much going on, is all. Most of the 12 
northern counties have power, or never lost  
it. A few t rees are down, but nothing that 
wonôt be cleared quickly once the rain stops. 
I doubt the EOC will stay active more than 
another few days.  
   Indeed, the worst of all of this in Monroe 
has been the evacuation from the coastline . 
Monroe  Parish shelters today house 7000 
people from the coast. These folks have been 
told  itôs not yet clear to return home;  too 
much debris on the roads, too much 
power out. After even a few days, they are 
anxious to return, now that it is  clear that 
most evacuated for ñno good reasonò (as one 
man said to me today). This  was the first 
hurricane along the Gulf C oast since the 
Katrina/Rita punch of 2005.  When the 
authorities said ñBeware Gustavò late last 
week, many remembered Katrina in 2005 
and left. What worries us is the notorious ly 
short memory of folks, who may  consider 
this when the next storm comes (Ike in 10 



days?) and stay put when  they should once 
again leave. 
   But why should I worry? The folks at the 
biggest shelter here in Monroe were  
quick to ask where the FEMA and Red Cross 
money is, to pay for their hotels  
and gas since the government ótold us we 
had to evacuateò. They remember these 
payments following Katrina, not realizing 
(or forgetting) that the  extraordinary 
situation then created unusual solutions. 
Now they are j ust angry that they will have 
to pay for their own gasoline, in order to 
stay safe. If they will choose to continue to 
remember Katrina and it s aftermath,  
maybe I donôt need to be concerned. 
But wait, then I see the front page of the 
USA Today. The top story is a photo  
of the US Army, delivering Meals R eady to 
Eat (MREs) to folks who chose to stay 
behind in New Orleans.  Excuse me? You are 
under a mandatory  evacuation order, you 
choose to remain, and less than 12 hours 
after the hurricane makes landfall, yo u are 
having food  delivered to your home? 
Someone is risking their own life going into 
a still -raging hurricane to bring you food 
that you should have already arranged  to 
have before you decided to ignore the 
prudent course of action? Sorry, friends, Iôm 
full of compassion, but even I get concerned 
when I see situations like this.  



 
Gustavôs eye is almost to Baton Rouge, moving north at 8 

mph. This photo was captured by the Moderate Resolution 
Imaging Spectroradiometer (MODIS) on NASAôs Aqua 

satellite on September 1 at 2:00 p.m. I began my drive from 
Baton Rouge to the top left corner of Louisiana at 5 pmé 

 
   Flooding was the real issue in the area around 
Monroe following Gustav, and although there were 
dozens of homes flooded, most of the water was on 
farmland.  
 

Monroe: I hadnôt thought about it at all, my 
tendency to get sea- or air -sick, until the 
Sgt. mentioned what we should do if we got 
sick in the back of the Blackhawk. 
   ñWe can put her down just about  
anywhere, and let you walk it off. But if you 

http://aqua.nasa.gov/


blow chunks in the back, everyone will join 
you, and I ainôt cleaninô it upò he said. 
   I was joining 6 County Office of 
Emergency Preparedness Directors and 
their State Liaison in a tour of the northeast 
corner of LA to view flooding from the air. It 
was my first  time in a Blackhawk 
helicopter.  It rode rather smooth, as long as 
the pilot behaved himself. Three times he 
didnôt, wanting to show off the capabilities 
of his machine, no doubt. Even sitting here 
the next day, when I remember how he was 
banking and dancing in that thing, I get 
queasy. 
   We were up for 6 hours, with a break after 
each 2 hour segment to refuel. There are a 
lot of tilled fields that are underwater, and 
we saw about 50 houses still standing in  
pools of water. But thankfully, thereôs not as 
much damage around here as there is down 
south, around Bato n Rouge. Today is as 
much of a *rest day*  as we are likely to see 
for at least another week, tomorrow we 
start planning how best to re -open the 
shelters and find supplies to replenish the 
warehouses in preparation for Ike. The 
expectation here is that there will be fewer 
evacuees next week. Most folks only 
remember the last storm. When it was 30 
August and the last storm was Katrina, we 
had 1.9 milli on people leave the Gulf Coast 
from Louisiana  alone before Gustav hit . 
Now that the last storm is Gustav, and with 



plenty of folks saying ñI didnôt need to leave 
for that!ò we figure they will stay put, no 
matter the forecast. And Mayor Nagin  
calling Gusta v the *Mother of A ll Storms*  
will hurt us now, considering how Gustav 
turned out. Thanks Mayor. You put your 
mouth in it again.  
 

 
Northeast Louisiana, post-Gustav, from the 

Blackhawk. Water is only supposed to be on the  
right -hand side of the leveeé 

 
   One last story from Gustav; the Monroe EOC was 
still operating 10 days later when Ike came onshore 
in Texas: 
 

   Learning a whole new technology and 
languageé.. 



   The tornado warnings, and storm cells, 
are passing almost as fast as the winds. We 
are on the side of Ike that generates the 
most tornados, so everyone is tense. 
Currently the winds are around 40  mph, 
and the rain has only started here. But there 
have been four wall clouds ( the storm cells 
that sometimes generate tornados ) go by in 
the last hour, all four showi ng some 
rotation and 2 showing funnel clouds. There 
are local amateur radio operators cruising 
the roads looking to spot tornados, and one 
has a webcam hooked to his cell phone and 
broadcasting live video onto a website:  
http://ladeltaweather.com/webcast/  
 
   Even the National Weather Service (NWS) 
is monitoring that  feed. In our EOC we are 
monitoring the live feed as well as the real -
time radar posted by NWS, so we can direct 
the spotters to potential probl em areas. The 
Communications division of the county 
emergency services unit has a command 
post here where I am, and as the 4th wall 
cloud passed over the EOC, we all went 
outside to try to spot the funnel. As we stood 
there on the deck (the EOC is in a tor nado 
magnet manufactured home) , rain pouring 
down and black cloud overhead, we heard 
the sound of an approaching freight train. 
We all looked at one another;  it was coming 
from behind the building as we stood under 
the awning of the front door. You have th at 

http://ladeltaweather.com/webcast/


moment of indecisioné..run inside, and find 
a desk to hide under? Dash 30 yards to the 
Fire Departmentôs *burn room* (a large 
steel cargo container ) and hide in 
something that may not move in a tornado?  
Then the train thunders by on the tracks just 
across the fence from us, beyond the burn 
room. Huge sigh of relieféé. 

 
   In the end, none of the parishes in the northeast 
corner of the state were declared. That means that 
all they qualified for was the emergency, 72-hour 
funding to support life services.  The costs of 
opening shelters, the repairs to some homes from 
the minor flooding, and what debris removal there 
was to take care of had to be borne by the state and 
the towns. 
   The second sector of FEMA, Individual Assistance 
(IA), provides money to households to assist their 
recovery process. One big misconception about 
FEMA centers around the idea that, ñthe 
government will give you money to rebuild if you 
suffer damages from some disasterò. For fiscal year 
October 2012 ï September 2013, FEMA assistance 
to individual households is capped at $31,900. You 
may need assistance paying for a rental while your 
home, with its mortgage payment still due, is 
repaired. You may find that the rent charged for the 
few remaining vacant homes has tripled, literally, 
and you need help finding a new place to rent. You 
may have lost Grandmaôs antique dresser, among 
other personal belongings; FEMA money is not 
intended to make you whole *like insurance* might. 



Rather, it is meant to help get you back on the road 
to recovery. You may need, if you are a homeowner 
and not a renter, money to rebuild since your 
insurance likely has a clause claiming that all 
hurricane damage was caused by water, making it 
*flood* damage, and therefore ineligible for 
insurance coverage. In late 2005, Representative 
Stevens, from the Biloxi-Gulfport area, went to the 
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Agency and got 
detailed, time-lapse data from satellites showing 
wind speed and water height during the height of 
Katrina, The data proved that Katrinaôs winds were 
145 mph when the eye came onshore, and the storm 
surge followed two hours later. Consult any chart 
and you find that winds of 145 mph will *destroy 
most buildings*; consequently, in Mississippi at 
least, the ocean water did little more than mi x the 
debris left after the winds had passed. Yet very few 
insurance claims were paid for Katrinaôs damage, 
despite premiums paid by homeowners who 
expected, because of clauses in their policies, that 
insurance would cover wind damage. 
   Much of my work w ith FEMA has been in IA. 
FEMA finds large empty buildings that it can lease 
for a short period of time, and then it opens a 
Disaster Recovery Center (DRC). The DRC is meant 
to be a one-stop shop for survivors; any agency or 
group that is offering a service can set up a table. Of 
course, FEMA representatives with access to the 
claim system are there to answer questions and 
explain letters for survivors, and SBA is there to 
process loan applications. There may be 
representatives from local groups collecting and 



distributing food, crisis counselors, someone from 
the State Insurance Commissionerôs Office, legal 
aid, and a person coordinating and matching 
volunteer workers with needs in the community. 
FEMA also offers advice on how to rebuild in ways 
that will le ssen damage in future events, a section 
called Mitigation. There are plans for storm shelters 
freely available, and information for dealing with 
the black mold that plagues homes that have been 
soaked and left without power following hurricanes 
on the Gulf and East coasts. After a few months in 
each instance, we began to hear about *Katrina 
cough* and *Sandy cough*; these are symptoms of 
people who are living in a home where mold has 
taken over. It gets inside the walls, on the studs and 
everything, and is nearly impossible to remove once 
that happens. Hint: if the mold has taken over, burn 
everything and start overé 
   I was a manager of a DRC in Atmore my first time 
out, after Ivan, and went to Texas to manage one 
there due to Ike less than 24 hours after returning 
home from Gustav in 2008. Being a government 
agency, logic is not permitted: you canôt just go 
from Louisiana to Texas to work a different 
disaster; you have to go home first and get 
redeployed from there. My other stint with IA was 
my time in Bi loxi. I had spent the first three weeks, 
5 ï 25 September, working in the Communit y 
Relations section in Arkansas:  
 

   We are staying in Memphis TN now. It 
gets us more per diem than Arkansas, and 
only adds a few minutes to our commute. 



We are assigned 5 counties here in Eastern 
Arkansas, and we are to ensure everyone 
who might qualify for assistance gets 
registered. Near as we can tell, about 2000 
folks have gone through this area since 
before the storm, and about 800 are still 
here. They are mostly in pr ivate residences 
or motels, as all the state run shelters have 
been closed. We have two shelters in our 
area, both run by churches. We have been 
amazed on the one hand, at the outpouring 
of help for the evacuees (thatôs a politically 
correct term for refug ee). Everywhere you 
look, you see signs for free somethingé 
phone calls, food, clothes, furniture, or time 
at the skating rinké the locals have been 
outstanding. On the other hand, the 
communications between different agencies 
have been horrendous. Within FEMA (not 
new) or between state and local officials, 
things are chaos or not communicated at 
all. I know of at least 6 instances where 
state run shelters were activated due to 
expected evacuee arrivals, only to be closed 
a few days later because no one showed up. 
In 2 cases, hot meals for 300 were prepared, 
and no one came. Over 250 trucks carrying 
ice spent 6 days driving around through 
Alabama and Mississippi (at $600 each per 
day, FEMA expense) getting turned away at 
every stop. Finally last Saturday, th ey 
arrived in Memphis and off -loaded the ice 
into a large freezer warehouse until 



requested. All while CNN asks where is the 
ice? Itôs out on the roads being given a tour 
of the Southéflag down a semi if youôre 
thirstyé. 
   We attended a Rotary Club meetin g 
Monday, the guest speaker was the County 
Emergency Manager and he wanted to 
show us off now that we were here. During 
his talk, he actually said: ñI donôt know 
many blacks, but during this, most of them 
that I met were very nice folks. Even most of 
the whites were nice. We had about 50/50 
white and black, working together. Itôs nice 
to finally see that around here.ò Finally?? 
WOW. Thatôs Arkansas for ya. 
   Havenôt seen any snakes. We keep getting 
warned by loc als to watch for 
cottonmouths. I have  seen lots of cotton. 
Next week is cotton pickinô week. 
   Iôm not sure whatôs happening with me. 
Weôre done with our assignment, but the 
local management doesnôt want to re-assign 
us, they keep hearing rumors that more 
folks will be evacuated here from Texas. I 
canôt get through to anyone who can get me 
transferred to a long term position in a 
Recovery Center, so I may be home soon.  

 
   Ultimately, w e were given the option to redeploy 
from the staging area in Atlanta, or go home. I went 
to Atlanta.  By now, the storm over what had 
happened in New Orleans was huge. I had written 
from Arkansas: 



 
   As the reports pour in from the South, it's 
easy to get caught up in the blame game, 
whose fault is this? Is it t he media, for 
"crying wolf" and hyping every single storm 
into a catast rophe only to be proven wrong? 
Or the administration for diverting levee 
repair money to the war in Iraq for the last 
4 years? Can we fault the New Orleans 
mayor for instructing the local police to 
focus on protecting rescuers rather than 
performing search and rescue, or not 
ordering that the buses be used to ferry 
people out of the city ahead of the storm? 
   We who are not involved directly in the 
rescue effort have the chance to look at 
where this leading in the coming months. 
We are now a nation with over a million 
refugees. How we deal with this extends 
beyond tomorrow and next week. It even 
extends beyond a demonstration of our 
compassion by making a cash donation to 
the Red Cross before we move on to the next 
disaster. There will be a dom ino effect 
throughout the economy and the nation, not 
just from the loss of gas production in the 
Gulf, but from the newly jobless defaulting 
on mortgage and credit card payments, the 
newly homeless seeking shelter in a ripple 
spreading outward from Missis sippi, the 
tsunami of building supplies (that used to be 
for sale at your local Home Depot) headed 
into the South and raising the price of those 



replacement windows you've been 
contemplating...the list goes on and on as 
you think about it.  
   It's easy to get sucked into the vivid 
images streaming out of the South as 
satellite video phones make their way into 
the area. But we need to think about the end 
result, how it will affect us, and how we 
might aid and direct our nation's response. 
Any good ideas you have would be welcome, 
and please RAISE YOUR VOICE so that we 
may weather this crisis in the most humane 
way possible. We can make a difference. 

 
   My biggest complaint through the years about 
FEMA is their method of making job assignments. 
It is changing as so many people see the folly of the 
old method, which was to have a list of jobs, start at 
the top of the list, and the next person in the door 
gets the next job on the list. They took no account of 
experience either inside or outside of FEMA. When 
I got to Atlanta, I wanted to manage a DRC like I 
had in Alabama the year before. So I went from 
person to person, asking for that assignment, and 
getting directed until finally I got to the correct 
person. She asked me to sit tight for a bit while she 
tried to accommodate my request. After about three 
hours, she came to me and gave me the name and 
contact info of someone in Jackson, Mississippi. I 
drove the next day, and got to Jackson when it was 
nearly dark. I was instructed to report the next 
morning.  



   I  checked in and was asked, ñWhere did you work 
as a DRC Coordinator ?ò I hadnôt, I replied, and 
clarified I had been a Manager. That wasnôt 
acceptable, I was told, and again I spent hours 
waiting to see what would happen next. Finally at 3 
in the afternoon,  my contact explained that there 
were no Coordinators available, so I was going to 
have to do the job. I kid you not, these were my 
instructions: ñGo to the Field Office in Biloxi, find 
the desk where JS was working, read the note he 
left you, and do what it says.ò 
   And so began one of my most rewarding 
experiences in FEMA.  

 
On the Back Bay side of Biloxi 

 

   It turned out that the *note* John left for me was 
short and to the point: ñThis operation is hosed. I 
need to leave before I get blamed for it.ò That is 



paraphrased and modified to get it past the 
censorsé And so I asked around and discovered 
that my job was to supervise the DRCs in the 6 Gulf 
Coast counties of Mississippi. I have had lots of 
management experience, including within 
emergency services, and so I got to work. First 
order of business, get a tour of the coast from 
someone who had been there more than a day or 
two: 
 

"The roof down there, near the b each...that's 
*Miracle Church *" my  navigator said  as we 
drove about 300 yards inland from th e 
water . I had seen the piece on CNN a few 
days after  Katrina blew through Pass  
Christian. The church, just yards from the 
water, still has most of it s stained glass 
windows, in a town without another 
complete pane to be seen. The water didn't 
reach the crucifix above the altar, in a town 
where the water was over every roof.  
"Did everyone here evacuate?" I asked. 
"Most did. The 32 that didn't  died. They 
opened a second food tent Monday." 
The casual monotone wasn't meant to sound 
apathetic. I hope I don't co me home that 
numb. 

 
   Although everyone heard about New Orleans, the 
problem there was the levee break, which happened 
36 hours after the eye had passed. The eye of 
Katrina, with 145 mph winds and 35 feet of storm 
surge, came onshore in Hancock County. 



 
   I visited a FEMA Disaster Recovery Center 
today in Waveland, Hancock County, MS.  
There is one convenience store open in the 
entire county , five weeks later. The DRC 
is in the KMart parking lot, the same KMart 
where helicopters lifted citizens to safety 
minutes before the water covered the 
building.  The center is not inside a building, 
because only a few are left  in the county.  
Generators run the laptops, a satellite 
modem connects with the FEMA database, 
and the wind blows everyone's papers 
across the lot. If it wasn't  for the wind, it 
would truly be unbearable in this 
afternoon's 95 degree heat. But two weeks 
ago, they received several 10ô X 10ô canopies 
to use;  for a week before that  they were out 
in the sun all  day. I had to leave the county 
before finding  gas, and still waited for 20 
minutes to pay $3.25/gallon for 87 octane, 
at a station where over half the pumps had 
been destroyed6. Part of the wait was  
because the rear of the pick-up truck in front 
of me had a dozen gas cans that needed to 
be filled. Generator s need gas too. 
   We've been instructed not to wear our 
FEMA shirts outside the Centers. Unless you 
WANT to be a target , that is. But I will tell 
you that  so far everyone is happy to see us. I 
am sure that will change sooné 

                                                   
6 Compared to half that price in CA when I came here 



 
   I stayed at a hotel that used to have a casino 
attached. Biloxi had 14 casinos; not one stayed 
moored to its hotel. Mississippi had a law that 
casinos could not be on land, so there were all of 
these hotels with the lobbies and the rooms on the 
beach, and a casino moored to the back. You would 
walk through the lobby and into the casino, never 
realizing you were on a boat. FEMA leased rooms in 
one of these; the water had flooded the lobby and 
the next two floors. A month later, even three 
months later when we moved out, the carpet in the 
lobby was still wet. No elevators worked, and no 
smoke alarms, so everyone took stairs to their 
rooms and there was a 24-hour fire watch posted on 
every floor (more local survivors with new jobs).  We 
passed thr ough a National Guard  checkpoint to get 
there every night. As the shoreline was still  off-
limits to residents , government ID was required to 
get through the martial law line. It wa s very spooky 
to drive along the dark shoreline past 15- and 20-
story hotels that had no lights on. 
 

   I'm now committed to staying till 3 
January, unless they get tired o f me, or I get 
tired of the turf wars. And there are some 
big  turf wars goin g on here. I'm having to 
think * politically * for the first time in a long 
time....and have already fallen back on my 
"ask forgiveness, not permission" 
philosophy twice.  Five weeks into this 
recovery, they are finally getting a handle 
on clearing the debris. No stores damaged 



by storm surge have even begun to rebuild. 
Bridges are closed, so traffic is horrendous. 
Restaurants that are open are serving 
limited menus because so much food had to 
be replaced. Only about  40% of the street 
signs remain . Whole neighborhoods are 
dark at night.  
 

   The day I arrived was the day the water was 
turned back on in Biloxi. What came out of the tap 
for the first week was dirtier than anything you 
could hope to wash in it, including your own sweat-
soaked, mud-splattered body after a day spent 
toting drywall to the curb.  Power came back on two 
days later. However, I was one of the lucky ones: 
Mississippi Governor Barbour hosted a week-long 
conference of architects from around the globe in 
our hotel. Their task was to *re-imagine* the Gulf 
Coast; since so much had been destroyed, his idea 
was to scrape everything clean and start over. Of 
course, world-renowned designers need internet 
access, so within two days of getting power, we also 
had a T-1 connection to the ónet. Canôt get in the 
tub, but can surf the Web better than ever before. 
Whatôs not to like about that? And, by the way, 
none of the ideas coming out of that conference 
were implemented; it seems that the people of 
Mississippi couldnôt agree on implementing 
building codes for the first time, never mind 
rezoning the entire coastline. 
 

Biloxi: We're just entering the part of the 
process, 9 weeks after landfall, which  we 



were at last year in less than  3 weeks 
following Ivan, FEMA -money-wise. And 
Recovery-wise, there's a county I work 
that's barely a week past landfall in terms of 
getting back to normal. Hancock County 
was where the eye came onshore, and it 
looks like an H-bomb went off without all 
the heat. Only one convenience store is open, 
2+ months later, in the entire county. The 
third restaurant opened last week. I was so 
grateful to be able to eat lunch in -county 
that I chose to ignore the high water mark, 
dirt and leaves and small twigs, which 
r inged the dining room seven feet off the 
floor. The food didnôt taste any worse for 
that facté  
   Most residents are eating at the free café 
set up by (I'm not kidding here) some folks 
from California, driving a psychedelic -
painted former school bus, and being 
supported supply -wise by two Buddhist 
temples from CA. ARC is nowhere to be seen 
there. There's still upside-down cars on the 
median of the state highway as you enter 
the county seat. It's unbelievable.... 

 
    I find that I am very hesitant to take pictures, 
when Iôm in the middle of this kind of chaos. The 
pictures in this book are mine, but Iôve printed here 
almost all of what I have taken over the years. Iôm 
just not much for ogling someone elseôs tragedy. 
 

Trash in Biloxi  



 
   You don't notice unt il you need one, but all 
the trash cans are gone. I don't even see 
them in the debris piles. I suppose they float, 
and must have ended up further inland than 
I've gone. I haven't seen regular trash 
pickups other than dumpster dumping, and 
it took this long  to figure it out....there's no 
cans left to dump at the homes around here. 
Itôs just one more occupation that's left folks 
unemployed. 
   Monday is when you see the biggest 
changes. Over the weekend, hundreds of 
volunteers come down here to help gut 
homes, pile yards -worth of debris on the 
sidewalk and remove the horizontal part of 
the snapped trees. Without a stump grinder 
or back hoe, the 6- or 8 -foot trunk remains, 
a testament to what has already gone to the 
burn site. There's a column of smoke non-
stop from a few miles north of town, where 
the vegetation is being put to fire rather 
than landfill. The other side of the weekend 
is the vulture tourist. I have always felt 
queasy about snapping photos of other 
folks' misery, and come home with few, if 
any, pi ctures. I've already emailed a few 
back home, but have taken less than two 
dozen in my two months here. But on 
Sundays, it's dangerous to drive with all the 
folks stopped along the road to create that 
Kodak memory. They jump out of the car 
with  hardly a gl ance at who might be 



coming, as if the tableau was going to run 
off into the distance before their auto -focus 
can react. Hey, it's been here two months, 
it's not going to disappear in the next 5 
seconds, all right? 

 
   In late October, Wilma was born and i t was 
unclear where she would end up. Plans were drawn 
up to evacuate all FEMA personnel from the coast, 
and we held our collective breath and waited.  
 

Re: Hurricane Wilma  
 
Here's the question from a friend, and my 
answer...  
 
Whatôs that new hurricane in the Gulf doing 
for you, m ore job security? 
 
a) making me work harder, as people are 
being pulled from MS to go to FL  
 
b) moving me further up the food chain as 
people above me get sent to FL 
 
c) making me grateful my room is on the 
8th floor of a building that held up  
well to the winds of Katrina  
 
d) making me requis ition a week's worth of 
MREs for me and my staff ....and what will I 
POSSIBLY do with THAT when Wilma  goes 
to FL and NOT HERE??!!?? 



 
   As luck would have it, Wilma went to Florida. My 
biggest memory of those few days are about the 
sound bite on CNN: an elderly couple, nicely 
dressed and blinking in the cameraôs bright light, 
complain, ñWe havenôt had fresh lettuce for two 
days!ò 

 
Biloxi, Nov 2005: Florida is already past 
'Response' and into 'Recovery', another 
word fo r 'repair'. Wilma was only Cat 3 , so 
they'll clean up, fix a few roofs and carry on. 
I think in one more week, after the power is 
all back on, Florida will already be ahead of 
the Gulf Coast on the road to normal. You 
hear about Florida's recovery efforts,  but in 
Mississippi the proper term is rebuilding. 
And here's why: You've seen pictures of the 
aftermath of tornados, I'm sure. Lots of 
concrete slabs and kindling that used to be 
homes and barns. Picture a tornado that 
sets down on the [biggest street in your city ] , 
and then follows [ that street]  for 50 miles . 
Now picture that same tornadic destruction, 
for 10 blocks on either side of the street. And 
for another 12 blocks on each side, destroy 
one in three buildings. And for another 20 
blocks, take the roof off every fifth house. 
That's the Gulf Coast in Mississippi. That's 
rebuilding, not recovery. And that doesn't 
mention Florida, Alabama, Louisiana or 
Texas, some worse some not. 

 



   Hereôs a few other perspectives on Katrina:   



Hurricane Survival Kit   

 

Toilet Paper........................................check  

Bud Light...........................................check  

Keystone Ice........................................check  

Budweiser.........................................check  

Red Dog.............................................check  

Misc. other bottles of alcohol...................... check  

Piece of plywood to float your old lady  and booze 

on... check  

 

Next time let's all be more prepared.  

 
 
 


