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Things are going to slide in all directions

Wont be nothing

Nothing you can measure anymore.

Leonard Cohen, The Future



Deluge:

1. a. A great flood. b. A heavy downpour.

2. Something that overwhelms as if by a great flood

American Heritage Dictionary







    

Oh, Oh Deep Water

Black, and cold like the night

I stand with arms wide open

Ive run a twisted line

Im a stranger

in the eyes of the Maker

I could not see

for the flood in my eyes

I could not feel

for the fear in my life

From across the Great Divide

In the distance I saw a light

I saw Jean Baptiste

Walking to me with the Maker

My body is bent and broken

by long and dangerous sleep

I cant work the Fields of Abraham

and turn my head away

Im not a stranger

in the hands of the Maker

Brother George

Have you seen the homeless daughters

standing there

with broken wings

I have seen the flaming swords

there over East of Eden

burning in the eyes of the Maker

Daniel Lanois, The Maker (Katrina adaptation)
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Authors Note


Strange how people who suffer together have stronger connections than people who are most content.

I dont have any regrets, they can talk about me plenty when Im gone.

You always said people dont do what they believe in, they just do whats most convenient, then they repent.

And I always said, Hang on to me, baby, and lets hope that the roof stays on.

Bob Dylan and Sam Shepard, Brownsville Girl







IT WAS A RIPLEYS Believe It or Not! moment. Looking out the window of a fifteenth-floor condominium at One River Place on New Orleanss East Bank on August 29, 2005, I witnessed a stunning aberration. Just below me, the whitecapped Mississippi River was roaring backwardnorthwarddue to Hurricane Katrinas wrath. Earlier that morning I had left my Uptown home and evacuated vertically to this supposed safe haven. Now, as I gazed at the churning river, my miscalculation was evident. A few minutes later I took my wife and two young children to the crowded lobby, where a sense of panic ensued. A lone generator flickered on and off, while children huddled around a small refrigerator where baby bottles were stored. Storm-phobic dogs paced back and forth, their hindlegs quaking. Outside you saw everything from trembling street signs to lost umbrellas flying by as the piercing rain whipped needles and knives. You could hear glass shattering all around, and see the nearby Hilton parking garage lose its supposedly hurricane-proof roof.

A day earlier, the name Katrina had conjured whimsical images of a Gaelic ballad or a Vegas cocktail waitress. A close friend of mine, in fact, was named Katrina. There was no menace in the echo. Perhaps if the storm had been named Genghis Khan or Attila the Hun or Caligula, I would have fled. But now, as the raging Mississippi frothed with primal madness, gushing around Algiers Bend, ripping open the huge riverfront warehouses where Mardi Gras floats were stored, it was clear that Katrina was no mere hurricane or flood. It was destined to be known as the Great Deluge in the annals of American history.

Because Hurricane Katrina devastated 90,000 square miles along the heavily populated Gulf Coast, its truly impossible to capture the morose terror endured by each and every survivor. Certainly the people trapped in attics, desperately punching holes in their rooftops with axes and hammers hoping to be rescued, cannot be forgotten; theyve earned a special spot in our collective memory. Neither can the indomitable Coast Guard helicopter pilots and Louisiana Wildlife and Fisheries boatmen who hoisted stranded people out of the muck. But in the weeks after the hurricane first made landfall near Buras, Louisiana, on Monday, August 29, dozens of other horrific words and repellent images became part of our national discourse: feces contamination, storm surges, toxic soup, pervasive damage, highway triage, police suicide, FEMAs indifference, and so on.

The general feeling emanating from New Orleansat firstwas that the storm could have been worse; outside the region, this was interpreted to mean that it wasnt too bad. Once Katrina had passed, everybody patted themselves down, pleased that their vital organs were in place and that their pulse registered. Most New Orleanians who survived Katrina felt eerie, though, as if something ominous still lingered over the port city like a gothic shroud. Katrina had been a palpable monster, an alien beast that had gotten under the goose-fleshed skin of those who lived through the storm. Many of these non-evacuees felt vaguely ill that Monday evening. They sensed that something was horrifically wrong with their beloved city, something deeper than surface wounds. The ornate St. Louis Cathedral and the elegant Garden District mansions were only slightly battered, however, looking as opulent as ever. If there was a wave of post-storm optimism at first, it was because the pallid veil of Katrina had lifted, prematurely assuring residents in trickster fashion of their supposed safety. Unbeknownst at first to anyone but the Katrina victims within neighborhoods like the Lower Ninth Ward, Lakeview, Hollygrove, Gentilly, and New Orleans East, large areas of the city were goneperhaps gone forever. With the exception of WWL radio, nearly all communication within the Greater New Orleans area had broken down. People were left to rely on their own firsthand experiences, hunches, and instincts. Virtually nobody in New Orleans knew what had happened just a few lonely blocks away.

As a historian I knew a wicked hurricane could alter world history. One, in fact, prohibited Kublai Khan from conquering Japan in 1274. Somewhere along the line I had learned in a biography of Mahatma Gandhi that during World War II over 35,000 Indians were killed by a major storm just south of Calcutta. Last year, when reading Ron Chernows fine biography of Alexander Hamilton, I was reminded of how on August 31, 1772, a hurricane near the tiny island of Dominica crashed into the harbor, smashing all anchored boats and destroying the sugarcane crop. A seventeen-year-old Hamilton, traumatized by the storm, wrote an essay about it which was subsequently published in the Royal Danish-American Gazette, launching his career as a polemicist. It seemed as if a total dissolution of nature was taking place, Hamilton said. The roaring of the sea and wind, fiery meteors flying about it [sic] in the air, the prodigious glare of almost perpetual lightning, the crash of the falling house, and the ear-piercing shrieks of the distressed, were sufficient to strike astonishment into angels. I was also well aware that the great Galveston hurricane of 1900 killed between 8,000 and 10,000 people, and that when John F. Kennedy was president a tropical cyclone in East Pakistan annihilated over 22,000 citizens. Hurricanes mattered. I knew that much.

As to storms in my own times, I remember reading about the ravages of Hurricane Gilbert of 1988, Hurricane Hugo of 1989, and Hurricane Andrew of 1992 (which inflicted the costliest hurricane damage in U.S. history$44.9 billion). These hurricanes, however, were abstractions to me, dramatic New York Times accounts and NBC News visuals that I watched from safety. I never fully comprehended their power or their tricksor their ability to unleash widespread devastation on all aspects of civil society. Hurricane Katrina was my adult-dosage wake-up call.

This book attempts to document what novelist Saul Bellow in Ravelstein called the freaky improvisations of creatures under stress. Hurricane Katrina had created widespread anarchy. In helter-skelter situations, citizen-heroes like Reverend Willie Walker of Kenner; Mama D of New Orleans; Sara Roberts of Lake Charles, Louisiana; and Mayor Eddie Favre of Bay St. Louis, Mississippi, rose to the forefront among first responders and performed beyond expectations. In New Orleans an ex-con, a newspaper reporter, an animal-rights activist, a reggae dreamer, a states rights advocate, an AIDS doctor, and a prep-school teacher became civic leaders while the New Orleans Police Department, with notable individual exceptions, was the face of fecklessness.

But this book is not just about New Orleans. Too often during the Great Deluge the national media focused on New Orleans rather than the Mississippi-Alabama Gulf Coast area. To a degree this was understandable. While the hurricane devastation was much worse in towns like Bay St. Louis (where I lived for eight years) and nearby Waveland (where I often wrote along the beach front), the New Orleans drama unfolded in an escalating way once the 17th Street Canal, London Avenue Canal, and Industrial Canal levees breached. As evenhandedly as possible, I try to flash back and forth between New Orleans, the Mississippi Gulf Coast, and southeastern Louisiana parishes such as St. Bernard and Plaquemines, with an occasional look at Alabama. An apology, however, must be offered at the outset. The magnitude of the Great Deluge was so great, the implications for the Gulf South region so mindbogglingly huge, it was impossible to tell what happened to every town or hamlet. Now that Im finished with the text, and my publisher is preparing an index, I see that communities such as Pearlington, Moss Point, DIberville, Delacroix, Port Sulphur, Grand Isle, and Vinton arent meaningfully included. This is regrettable. My hope in writing this book is to give historical dignity to the people and places that seized the moment, however surreal, and took charge.


If I gleaned one pertinent insight about human nature from writing this book, its that love of geographical places is more all-encompassing than most of us imagine. When reading about the horror of the St. Bernard Parish Wall of Water or the Bay St. Louis Lake Borgne Surge, you might think only a crazy person would rebuild there. Yet people are rebuilding and they are not crazy. I interviewed more than three hundred people, and none, not even those who lost everything they had, want to live anyplace else. They were born in Pascagoula or Ocean Springs or Belle Chasse, and they plan on dying there. Its their unflappable spirit, with private-sector and federal help, which guarantees that all of these devastated communitieseven poor Chalmette, Louisianawill be back.

Anybody reading the endnotes will see that I relied on newspaper reporters quite a bit in writing this narrative. What a truly superb job the New York Times, New Orleans Times-Picayune, Washington Post, Los Angeles Times, Philadelphia Inquirer, Houston Chronicle, Chicago Tribune, Baton Rouge Advocate, Biloxi Sun Herald, USA Today, Wall Street Journal, and other dailies did in covering Katrina. When FEMA and the White House were floundering, the media stepped into the fray with gutsy reporting and deep moral principle. They had some details wrong but, more important, they got the urgency exactly right. Likewise CNN, ABC News, Fox News Channel, NBC News, MSNBC, and National Public Radio helped me write this book more than the tiny note numbers assigned to specific quotations indicate. And the Associated Pressas alwaysdid a wondrous job fanning out across the region to make sure no town was left behind.

It was literature and music that got me through writing this book. I kept thinking that it was too bad John Steinbeck wasnt around to document the New Orleans diaspora or George Orwell to sleep with refugees at the Reliant Center. Wouldnt it have been something if Hunter S. Thompson had been alive to vent his spleen at Homeland Securitys Michael Chertoff or if Arthur Miller had written a drama about the daily dilemmas facing evacuees as they started new lives in FEMA trailer camps? But Joan Didion was alive to write The Year of Magical Thinking, which Knopf published just as the Katrina disaster unfolded, a memoir full of grief, loss, and derangement about the death of her husband and the serious illness of her daughter. Confronted with sudden disaster we all focus on how unremarkable the circumstances were in which the unthinkable occurred, she wrote, the clear blue sky from which the plane fell, the routine errand that ended on the shoulder with the cars in flames, the swings where the children were playing as usual when the rattlesnake struck from the ivy.

Because I was in New Orleans for Katrina, and later took part in boat rescues around Memorial Medical Center and Central City, a memoir of the Great Deluge was possible. Instead I chose to write a history of a single week in the summer of 2005: August 27 (Saturday) to September 3 (Saturday). Eventually I evacuated my family to Houston and interviewed people for days at the Astrodome. I have and always will have a highly personal stake in the Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Texas regions, which might color some of my judgments; my extensive eyewitness interviews helped me forge strong feelings about what went down on the plain of the Gulf South; but my job, as I saw it, was to chronicle the plight of others, not my own. And in these pages youll read only prose in the past tense. The historical narrative stops on September 3, when the U.S. 82nd Airborne took control of New Orleans and evacuation buses finally arrived at the Convention Center. That Saturday, the combination of troops and buses was like taking a great big wet blanket and dropping it over the city, Terry Ebbert, director of Homeland Security for New Orleans, later recalled. By nightfall command and control had been stabilized. The crisis was over.

Perhaps, someday, Ill write a sequel titled After the Deluge, about how the Mississippi Coast, with casino gambling, came back, I hopestronger than everand how Louisiana flourished once the rotten politicians and corrupt cops were flushed out of the system. About how New Orleans reimagined itself as the Afro-Caribbean capital of the world with a New South self-confidence and how Plaquemines Parish reclaimed its land from the sea in a saga as glorious as that of the province of Zeeland in the Netherlands. But maybe not. History is still being made in the Gulf South, and only a foolish booster would try to sell you a Better Than Ever paddle. Really, its too early to say. Before the Gulf South can rebuild, it needs time to heal. While entrepreneurial zeal is the rightful engine of the rebuild, the Gulf South needs to take a breath, to pause, and to remember what transpired on August 29, 2005the day it was so gravely wounded. History, in the end, is homage; its about caring enough to set the record straight even if reliving the past is painful or disappointing. Buried history leads to rank defilement of the human spirit. Any politician involved with Katrina, who espouses the clich that the blame game is unnecessary is probably harboring a chestful of guilt.

My hope is that this history, fast out of the gates, may serve as an opening effort in Katrina scholarship, with hundreds of other popular books and scholarly articles following suit. There is, in my opinion, no such thing as too many Great Deluge anecdotes and offerings. Only by remembering, and holding city, state, and federal government officials responsible for their actions, can a true Gulf South rebuild commence in the appropriate fashion. Meanwhile, I stand by something Christopher Columbus once wrote from the Caribbean: I dont say it rained, because it was like another deluge.



Douglas Brinkley

March 17, 2006

New Orleans

 







    

Chapter One

IGNORING THE INEVITABLE


More than once, a society has been seen to give way before the wind which is let loose upon mankind; history is full of the shipwrecks of nations and empires; manners, customs, laws, religionsand some fine day that unknown force, the hurricane, passes by and bears them all away.

Victor Hugo, Les Misrables






I

NO WIND WAS BLOWING when forty-four-year-old Laura Maloney arrived at the Louisiana Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (LSPCA) on Japonica Street in New Orleanss Ninth Ward. With the exception of some storefront windows plywooded-up and Mandichs Restaurant, which was closed, August 27 was, by and large, a fairly normal Saturday morning. In a building across the street from the Industrial Canal, Maloneys LSPCA staff had lots of work to do. Hurricane Katrinaa possible Category 5 stormwas headed toward New Orleans and the shelter had a total population of 263 stray pets, ranging from boxers to Heinz 57 mutts and Siamese cats. All of them had to be evacuated. Each animal got its own digital picture shots, Maloney recalled. We made sure each pets paperwork was in order. And we IDed each collar; we had a tracking system, in case any animal got separated from their paperwork.1

Maloney could have been a fashion model, with her long blond hair, perfect white teeth, and eyes that implied an internal kindness. The only problem was that she didnt care for high fashion; her passion was animals. Raised in Maryland, Maloney had earned her undergraduate degree at West Virginia University and her MBA at Tulane University. She had worked at the Philadelphia Zoo and New Yorks Central Park Zoo before landing employment at the Aquarium of the Americas near the French Quarter. She loved everything about New Orleans, except the way stray animals werent properly cared for. Her husband, Don Maloney, also an animal enthusiast, was general curator of the Audubon Zoo, where he took care of everything from apes to zebras and every species in the alphabet in between. Animals were a big part of our lives, she recalled. We shared a deep appreciation for them.

Back in 1997 they had gone to the LSPCA together to adopt what Laura called the muttiest dog we could. They succeeded in their quest. Tucked away in the back of a kennel was a black-tan German shepherd mix inflicted with chronic tics, heartworm, and a hip crack from what they assumed was an automobile accident. She was on death row, Laura recalled. About to be put down, so we adopted her. We named her Fil.

Maloney was hooked. She quit her job as assistant to the president of Freeport-McMoran, a huge New Orleansbased mineral exploration company, and took over the LSPCA as executive director. Many of New Orleanss nursing homes may have been a shambles, and the housing projects that populated the city in a state of ghastly disrepair, but under her tutelage, the Louisiana SPCA was run with the spic-and-span efficiency of a Swiss hospital. She wouldnt have it any other way. That Saturday morning, Maloney, dressed in blue jeans and a T-shirt, and her staff created an assembly-line approach to load all the animals into a pair of climate-controlled refrigerated trucks headed for Houstons SPCA on Portway Drive. Although the two animal shelters were independent agencies, they operated under the mission statement of the 140-year-old national organization: Compassion and mercy for those who cannot speak for themselves.2

Transporting 263 dogs and cats was no small task, but there werent any other options. The Louisiana SPCA, according to its own stated policy, evacuates its shelter for Category 3 hurricanes and above.3

At 5 A.M., the National Hurricane Center (NHC) had released an update from its headquarters in Miami. Advisory Number 16 on the tropical storm named Katrina affirmed that with sustained winds of 115 mph, the disturbance had already become a Category 3 hurricane and, moreover, that some strengthening is forecast during the next twenty-four hours.4 Katrina was still about 350 miles out in the Gulf of Mexico. It had ripped through Florida as a Category 1 hurricane two days before, leaving approximately 500,000 people without power. About eighteen inches of rain had fallen. Driving winds had torn doors off houses, bent trailers like horseshoes, sent sloops surfing onto front lawns, and chewed up industrial parks, coughing out plywood and shards. There were seven reported storm-related deaths from falling trees and other mishaps. Despite the horror, Floridians were hardened to hurricanes. In 2004 alone they had been hit with four of them. The state recovered quickly from Katrinas blow, with the lightning-fast help of the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), which trucked in water and ice, hospital supplies, and even microclips to properly tag dead bodies. But just because Florida had recovered quite quickly didnt mean that Katrina, still growing in fury, was through with the American coast. It could be, meteorologist Christopher Sisko told the New York Times, an extremely dangerous storm.5 According to Advisory 16, in fact, forecasters expected Katrina to turn west-northwest, toward the city of New Orleans, during the weekend.

That was enough for the Louisiana SPCA, which brooked no discussion and no debate: with the announcement that a major hurricane was on the way, the preset plan went into motion. The two trucks arrived at the Japonica Street shelter. We reached out to them and offered our shelter for the New Orleans animals, Kathy Boulte of the Houston SPCA recalled. They arrived in Houston and later we all watched on television while the storm grew into a Category 5.6 Laura Maloney had overseen the evacuation of her four dogs, all of the stray pets, and fifteen staff members. If we had stayed at Japonica Street, Maloney recalled, wed have all been goners.7


Twenty miles to the west of New Orleans, near the town of Taft in St. Charles Parish, the Waterford 3 nuclear plant also heeded Saturdays warning. Relying on its own advance plan, the generating facility, owned by Entergy Corporation, which employed 14,000 people in the region, was required to shut down completely in the face of a Category 3 storm. Crews prepared diesel-fueled generators to supply the facility with enough current to maintain the reactor, as part of an emergency action level called an unusual event (the lowest of four emergency action levels). Because Waterford 3 had an output capacity of 1091 megawatts of electricity, the shutdown was certain to result in a blackout in southern Louisiana. But, rightly, Entergy wanted to make sure its employeesand the reactor itselfwere safe. Entergy, New Orleanss only Fortune 500 company, performed according to plan.8

St. Charles Parishs president, Albert Laque, responded to the NHC advisory by issuing a mandatory evacuation order for all residents. A few other Louisiana parish presidents did the same that Saturday. Plaquemines Parish lies south of New Orleans, where it escorts the Mississippi River into the Gulf of Mexico. Locally, some refer to the parish as the ragged boot heel of Louisiana. Suburban in the north and rural in the south, it had about 26,000 residents. Not surprisingly, it was dependent on the waters that surrounded itcommercial fishing being the main livelihood and sport fishing the biggest tourist draw. With this reputation, visitors to Plaquemines were often astonished to see rows and rows of citrus trees lining the Mississippi River for more than forty miles. Unlike the sandy dirt of Florida, the alluvial soil of Plaquemines was soft and rich, derived from the thirty-one states drained by the Mississippi. If you gave even a cursory glance at a map of Louisiana, you quickly saw that the parish was, even in normal times, half under water, vulnerable to massive flooding even if Katrina were a low-grade tropical storm. Nobody in Plaque-mines ever really believed the levees would withstand a powerful hurricane. After [Hurricane] Betsy [in 1965] these levees were designed for a Category 3, Sheriff Jeff Hingle of Plaquemines Parish told CNN that anxious weekend. Youre now looking at a Category 5. Youre looking at a storm that is as strong as Camille [in 1969] was, but bigger than Betsy was size-wise. These levees will not hold the water back. So were urging people to leave. Youre looking at these levees having ten feet of water over the top of them easily.9

When Plaquemines Parish President Benny Rousselle declared a mandatory Phase I evacuation on August 27that Saturday when there was still plenty of time to fleeparish employees fanned out on preappointed routes, picking up residents with special needs and busing them to state-run shelters in Shreveport, Alexandria, Houma, and Lafayette.10 The parish not only knew which residents required special help, it knew exactly where they lived. We were putting them on buses that Saturday morning and, you know what? Rousselle recalled. When we ran out of drivers, I went up to evacuees, determined which ones had valid drivers licenses and knew how to drive stick shift, and told them to bring folks north. They were tappeddeputized or whatever you want to call it. They were now official parish drivers. Outoutout. I wanted everybody out of Plaquemines Parish. We were able to get our people out.11

II

Throughout all nine of Louisianas coastal parishes,* only a mandatory evacuation drew the attention of storm-tested residentsanything less was inadequate. In New Orleans (Orleans Parish), no such mandatory evacuation order had ever been issued during the course of the citys 287-year history. This was not to imply that New Orleans had never before been in harms way, the object of a natural disaster. In fact, it had never been out of peril. The city was founded in 1718 by the Sieur de Bienville, a French-Canadian nobleman who believed that the Mississippi River was in crying need of an ocean port. Having explored the delta region for almost twenty years, he had an intimate understanding of its alternating swamps and bayous (naturally occurring canals). With his brother, Pierre Le Moyne, Bienville had been one of the earliest Europeans to set eyes on Lake Pontchartrain: a 630-square-mile body of water at the edge of southeastern Louisiana. Pontchartrain was part bay, in that it opened onto the Gulf of Mexico, and part lake, in that it was generally filled with freshwater. Native Americans called it Lake Oktwa-ta, or Wide Water.12

For years, Bienville had carefully considered a site for the port he envisioned. With advice from local Native Americans, especially Bayougoulas and Choctaws with whom he had navigated the region in hand-hewn cypress pirogues, he selected a tract of relatively high ground along an eastward curve in the Mississippi River. Bienville calculated that it was about ten feet above sea level; it was probably not quite that high, but the site was distinctly above the surrounding waters in those early days. The Native Americans assured him that it was the driest spot in proximity to both the river and the lake. Bienville was easily convinced that this locationon the most beautiful crescent of the riverwould grow into the commercial vortex of the Mississippi Valley.13 In his view, the site was a great natural port, allowing access to the river, which lay along the southern edge, as well as Lake Pontchartrain, about three miles to the north by way of Bayou St. John.14 Nor was Bienville dissuaded by the Native American name for the tract: Chinchuba (in Choctaw, that meant alligator). He immediately renamed it La Nouvelle Orlans in honor of Philippe II, Duke of Orlans, the prince regent of France. Soon immigrants began arriving from France and Canada.15 Unfortunately, the rude wooden huts and log cabins that arose among these mud streets, historian Jim Fraiser wrote, seemed far more appropriate residences for bastards than for saints.16

During the first year, as Bienville was laying out the first roads in his new city with the help of sixty or seventy laborers, the Mississippi River swelled and put New Orleans, such as it was, under nearly a foot of water.17 We are working on New Orleans, with such diligence as the dearth of workmen will allow, he wrote to the French consul in June 1719. I myself went to the spot to choose the best site. All the ground for the site, except the borders which are drowned by floods, is very good and everything will grow there.18 But the areas proclivity toward flooding worried Bienville. He immediately started work on the citys first levees, earthen berms that would protect the land from floodwater. On September 23 and 24, 1722, the so-called Great Hurricane slammed into New Orleans, bringing with it an eight- to ten-foot storm surge. The town, for all practical purposes, ceased to exist. The stubborn Bienville would have saved a great many people future trouble if only he had abandoned Chinchuba right then and moved New Orleans inland. Higher ground was his for the taking around present-day Baton Rouge, farther north along the Mississippi. Many people surrounding Bienville campaigned for just such a new, safer site. But there was an economic reason for keeping New Orleans where it was. In the eighteenth century, sailing a fully laden ship up a swift-flowing river such as the Mississippi was achingly difficult and, at times, utterly impossible. Sandbars were a particularly mettlesome navigation obstacle. For the sake of commerce, the Port of New Orleans stayed put, while Bienvillethinking himself very astute and a master of natureredirected his men to build more levees between the town and the river.

No human will ever master the Mississippi River Delta (nor will the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers), as nearly three hundred years of flooding attest. Yet, starting with Bienville and continuing once the Louisiana Purchase became part of the United States in 1803, entrepreneurial delusion became a mind-set in the region. There was money to be made in the burgeoning river port, and thats what mattered most. Traders were bolstered by unflappable engineers. The river, they insisted, could be tamed with the proper dykes and levees. Charged with keeping the city dry, the U.S. government did build miles of levees. The levees were to be foolproof bulwarks against both the seasonal flooding of the river and storm surges from the sea, via Lake Pontchartrain. Sometimes, however, those levees didnt work: in 1849, during the Mexican-American War, the collapse of one near the Carrollton neighborhood of Uptown New Orleans sent a cascade of water surging through the Crescent City. Ultimately more than two hundred city blocks were inundated with floodwaters. For more than six weeks, New Orleans rotted, submerged underwater. Another brutal hurricane blew through southeastern Louisiana in 1893, killing more than two thousand. The Great Storm of 1909 had Category 4 hurricane-force winds, causing Lake Pontchartrain to flood along the South Shore, killing hundreds in the New Orleans area. In 1927, the city faced the wrath of the Great Mississippi Flood that devastated the Lower Mississippi Valley. Worried, New Orleanss civic leaders decided to stop flooding in the city by any means necessary. They actually detonated thirty tons of dynamite on the Caernarvon Levee, just fifteen miles downriver from the French Quarter, breaching the levee in poor black neighborhoods, in the interest of protecting the rest of the city. Ever since 1927, African Americans in New Orleans had been distrustful of the levee boards, believing that if the white gentry did it once, theyd do it again.

For New Orleans residents, peace of mind came from the system of levees and flood walls that protected the city from surrounding water, whether from the lake, river, seaor, in the form of rain, the sky. If the Dutch reclaimed miles from the North Sea after the tragic 1953 flood, then, logic suggested, certainly the United States could engineer a safe levee system to protect Louisiana from the Gulf of Mexico. New Orleans levee walls were typically ten to fifteen feet high, forming the sides of the saucer in which New Orleans sits. The system of levees was overseen by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, which had thirteen hundred employees in the New Orleans office. The Corps of Engineers, the civil engineering arm of the federal government, traced its roots to 1775, when the Continental Congress hired experienced men specifically to take on building projects around Bunker Hill in Boston. Largely staffed by civilians, it had responsibility for domestic construction and maintenance jobs that sought to minimize flooding, drought, and erosion, among other natural phenomena. The New Orleans District of the Corps administered 30,000 square miles, all of southern Louisiana, the most complex section of the United States in terms of water control and, at the same time, the busiest, measured by shipping traffic. If engineering a reliable way to satisfy all the construction demands wasnt sensitive enough, the Corps also had to balance itself between the often conflicting interests of parochial Louisiana politicians and federal officials. What the national government ordered and what the locals insisted upon were nearly always different. The Corps itself was pushed and pulled just as much as any of the rivers or bayous that it oversaw. Because of the extraneous projects and inefficiencies that resulted, by 2005 overseeing a system of levees in New Orleans based on fifty-year-old engineering and suspect construction techniques was taking its toll. Meanwhile, as the politicians bickered (and the Corps dawdled), the threat of flooding in New Orleans constantly grew.


Through coastal erosion and man-made engineering mistakes, nearly one million acres of buffering wetlands in southern Louisiana disappeared between 1930 and 2005. Public awareness campaigns with names like Coasts 2050 and No Time to Lose were launched but did little good. Too many Americans saw these swamps and coastal marshes as wastelands. The impact of losing their wetlands was overwhelming, explained Park Moore, assistant secretary of the Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries. All the habitat for animals and invertebrates was disappearing along with a vital natural filter, which prevents pollution in the Gulf from toxic agents from oil and gas. Dredging killed the wetlands, which, in time, would leave Louisianans more vulnerable to hurricanes.19

Between 1932 and 2000, from the Atchafalaya Basin in the north to the Gulf of Mexico in the south, from Mississippi in the east to Texas in the west, Louisiana lost coastal marshland in twenty parishes, a swath roughly equivalent to the acreage of Delaware.20 (By 2050 it will have lost another 700 square miles.) In 2005 the state was losing critical wetlands at the rate of one football field every thirty-eight minutes.21 Mike Dunne, author of Americas Wetland: Louisianas Vanishing Coast, broke it down even more: A tennis court every thirteen seconds slips under the water or is nibbled off the edge of one of the most ecologically sensitive regions of the nation and the world.22 The reasons were many. As a result of the 1927 flood, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers started channeling the Mississippi River, which had ugly, unintended consequences. Because the Mississippi was controlled by levees that kept it on one path, all of its sediment was deposited into the Gulf of Mexico, instead of spreading out along the coast, where it would build up in wetland areas. Another reason the coastline receded lay with the disruptive and long-lasting effect of massive construction projects. Oil companies installed miles of crisscrossing pipelines. Traditionally, oil was extracted from land or offshore, but new technologies allowed drilling in the coastal area known as Americas Wetlands.

Meanwhile the government, under pressure from shipping interests, dredged channels, including the granddaddy of them all, the Gulf Intracoastal Waterway. It was built in the early 1900s, and eventually grew to connect the Rio Grande at Brownsville, Texas, with Apalachee Bay near Tallahassee, Florida. Along some stretches, the Intracoastal route followed natural waterways, but in the New Orleans section it was man-made, a cement-sided canal cut into the soft marshland. Blocking the natural ebb and flow of the water, the Intracoastal and other channels weakened the delicate ecology of the wetlands. Ongoing maintenance caused further damage. Together, industrial factors contributed to as much as 40 percent of Louisianas total land loss.23 The amazing part was how little was done to expedite the wetlands reconstruction process, even after Hurricane Ivan in 2004, John W. Sutherlin, an environmental professor at the University of Louisiana at Monroe, wrote after Katrina. The state and local government (with a noticeably absent federal government) seemed to stare reality in the face and pretend that the good times would just continue to roll.24

No less a conservation authority than Theodore Roosevelt, in fact, took a special interest in the Louisiana coast. He established Breton Island, off the eastern shore of the Louisiana toe, as the second U.S. National Wildlife Refuge in 1904, insisting that it must be protected if near extinct bird species were to thrive again and New Orleans was to be spared massive flooding. He visited the Louisiana barrier islands for four days in 1915 as ex-president, enjoying the sight of dolphin schools and bird rookeries. As a Harvard-trained naturalist, he kept field notes about the brown pelicans, Caspian terns, roseate spoonbills, and laughing gulls he encountered. He enjoyed watching the shrimp boats trawl and the egrets swoop down from the sky looking for minnows to eat. Roosevelt chronicled the trip in his 1916 travelogue, A Booklovers Holiday in the Open, and told readers about conservation conclusions he made upon visiting the pristine Gulf island. Birds should be saved because of utilitarian reasons; and, moreover, they should be saved because of reasons unconnected with any return in dollars and cents, he wrote. A grove of giant redwoods or sequoias should be kept just as we keep a great and beautiful cathedral.25

Over the decades, groups including the Sierra Club, Audubon Society, National Wetlands Research Center (Lafayette), and the organization Americas Wetlands, tried to sound alarms. Scientists believed that miles of coastal wetlands could reduce hurricane storm surges by over three or four feet. Sometimes politicians listened. The Coastal Wetlands Planning, Protection, and Restoration Act of 1990, known as the Breaux Act for its primary author, John Breaux, then a Democratic senator from Louisiana, brought ongoing funding to needed projects, but the modest appropriations were never in the billions of dollars that the dire situation called for. The Breaux Act gave $50 million annually (one-eighth of the money was provided by the states and the rest came from the federal government) for wetlands restoration projects. But the funding was done in piecemeal fashion, not project by project. It was not a comprehensive, holistic engineering effort. The historical record shows that Louisianans and certain responsible corporations, like Royal Dutch Shell, did carebut alas not enough. Task forces were created and blue-ribbon commissions forged. Gorgeous photography books were published showcasing shorebirds flying over the Chandeleur Islands, and baby alligators being hatched at the Rockefeller Wildlife Refuge. But for all the Save the Wetlands fanfare, these legislative gestures remained largely hollow.

Louisianas ecosystem was dying, weakening every year with no miracle remedy in sight. Starting in the 1950s, millions of barrels of oil and trillions of cubic feet of natural gas were tapped from the Gulf of Mexico. Wetlands were lucrative. Pork barrel projects for the oil-gas industry and Port of New Orleans always won the cash prizes, Louisiana Sierra Club representative Daryl Malek complained in late 2005. The port lobby was unreal. There was not the same political push for wetlands. The politicians view was: out of sight, out of mind.26 Turbulent seawater was eating away the marshes and barrier islandsNew Orleanss hurricane protectionbut that was generally considered a tomorrow problem for the worlds largest port system. Louisiana wetlands restoration was perceived as a squishy green issue, a flashpoint for environmental-minded citizens and tree huggers who needed to be placated even as the cause was denied sufficient funding. Massachusetts would not have tolerated Cape Cods disappearing, nor would Virginia have let the Chesapeake Bay vanish without a fight. As Tulane University environmental law professor Oliver Houck framed the issue: If Texas annexed fifty square miles of Louisianas coast, we would go to war! Yet the political community doesnt even notice as it sinks away.27


Two million Louisiana residents, about 50 percent of the states population, lived in coastal parishes, according to the 2000 census. Some people thought of coastal Louisiana as a watery marsh at best, a dumping zone at worst. They underestimated its importance to the business of seafood. In 2001 commercial fishing in Louisiana brought in $343 million dollars, about 27 percent of the U.S. fishing industry. Whether it was Gulf shrimp or blue crabs or Louisiana oysters, the coastal parishes of Americas Wetlands were a seafood lovers nirvana (menhadan fishing alone was a major industry in the area). Louisianas license plates may have read Sportsmans Paradisebut Louisiana wouldnt fit that description for long if the recreational fishing industry was decimated. And there was more to it than fish. As the Audubon Society liked to point out, more than 5 million migratory birds70 percent of avians that migrate through the Mississippi Flywayrested in Louisianas coastal habitat.28 To the frustration of modern ecologists, Theodore Roosevelt continued to be the only powerful politician to understand, or care, about the Louisiana coast. Roosevelt was a president committed enough to his dream of conservation that he traveled to a distant group of barrier islands off the coast of Louisiana to see firsthand the affected land and wildlife, U.S. Senator Mary Landrieu said in May 2005. Unfortunately, even with the efforts of conservation visionaries like Roosevelt, the past [century] has been one of continued coastal and wildlife losses.29

If Americas Wetlands continued to vanish, New Orleans, which was fifty-five miles from the Gulf of Mexico, would soon be only twenty-five miles away. Given this precarious geographical reality, the city of New Orleans desperately needed the levees and flood walls provided by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. According to research scientists at the University of New Orleans, the city had been sinking at the rate of three feet per century, due in part to the destruction of barrier islands and coastal wetlands.30 In addition, the ongoing effort to keep the city free of excess rainwater, through the use of massive pumps, had weakened the underlying geology, accelerating the process engineers call subsidence. Basically subsidence was the sinking effect that had taken hold of coastal Louisiana through a number of contributing factors both natural (invasive flora-eating insect species, shifting subsurface faults), and man-made (dredging, canal digging, polluting). The net result was that instead of being slightly above sea level, as in Bienvilles day, New Orleans had sunk to an average of six feet below the waterline, and as much as eleven feet in some parts of the Ninth Ward and Lakeview. In New Orleans East the elevation was eight feet below sea level.31 The real threat to New Orleans came from Lake Pontchartrain, north of the city, and from the primordial swamps that bordered it on the east and the west. Remarkably the Mississippi wasnt much of a concern because the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers had built high-quality, sturdy levees along the river.32 The levees along the lake, however, were known to be more unstable. You could tell that by just looking at them. They resembled the tall cement protective fences that safeguarded Los Angeles from forest fires, not from fourteen-foot storm surges. For every 2.7 miles of marshes/swampland that disappeared, there was a corresponding increase of one foot of storm surge, Whitney Bank President and Americas Wetlands spokesperson King Milling explained. Storm surges that used to be in the neighborhood of ten to twelve feet could suddenly be eighteen to twenty feet. Its scary and real.33

In geographical terms, New Orleans was no more stable than a delicate saucer floating in a bowl of water. Any turbulence in the surrounding water is bound to flood the saucer. (Humorist Roy Blount Jr. preferred the analogy of the oyster, the half-shell being the levees that keep Lake Pontchartrain and the Mississippi River from engulfing the city.34) In view of the citys close proximity to the Gulf of Mexico, turbulence in the surrounding area was inevitable. Most experts ranked a hurricane in New Orleans with an earthquake in California and a terrorist attack on New York as the gravest threats to the nation. To make matters worse, the escalating carbon dioxide in the Gulf of Mexico, some scientists believed, was causing the ferocity of hurricanes to increase. In a paper published in Nature just a few weeks before Katrina struck, a researcher at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology reported that wind-speed measurements made by planes flying through tropical storms showed that the potential destructiveness of such storms had increased markedly since the nineteen-seventies, Elizabeth Kolbert wrote in The New Yorker, right in line with rising sea-surface temperatures.35


III

Locals were certainly not ignorant of the looming danger of lethal hurricanes and storm surges jumping the levees, which formed the lip of the saucer. A steady stream of so-called doomsday treatises on the inevitability of a major hurricane laying waste to New Orleans were published in recent years. Pulitzer Prizewinning author John McPhees 1989 book The Control of Nature, for example, explained in elegant detail how the Army Corps of Engineers levees would ultimately prove futile against the wrath of Mother Nature.36 A Scientific American article published in October 2001Drowning New Orleans, by Mark Fischettioffered a truly grim prognosis for the city. New Orleans is a disaster waiting to happen, Fischetti predicted. The city lies below sea level, in a bowl bordered by levees that fend off Lake Pontchartrain to the north and the Mississippi River to the south and west. And because of a damning confluence of factors, the city is sinking further, putting it at increasing flood risk after even minor storms.37 Then there was a landmark five-part series by John McQuaid and Mark Schleifstein published in June 2002 in the local Times-Picayune, titled Washing Away. The reporters didnt mince words: the Big One would turn the city and the east bank of Jefferson Parish into a lake as much as thirty feet deep, fouled with chemicals and waste from ruined septic systems, businesses, and homes. Such a flood could trap hundreds of thousands of people in buildings and in vehicles. At the same time, high winds and tornadoes would tear at everything left standing. The series also warned of the high probability of the levees breaking.38

Others joined the doomsday choir. In October 2004 National Geographic published Gone with the Water, a frightening description of the havoc that a herculean Category 3, 4, or 5 hurricane would wreak on New Orleans. Written by Joel K. Bourne Jr., the article imagined a deadly Lake Pontchartrain storm surge thundering into New Orleans, the car-less, the aged and infirmed, and those die-hard New Orleanians who look for any excuse to throw a party left behind. Bournes piece wasnt just descriptive writingit was prophetic.39

In 2001, Houston Chronicle science writer Eric Berger attended an American Meteorological Society meeting and first heard the startlingly dire endgame for New Orleans if a major hurricane ever struck. A trained astronomer with a masters degree in journalism, Berger started researching the gradual sinking of New Orleans. His frightening story appeared in the Chronicle on December 1, 2001; he didnt pull any punches. In the face of an approaching storm, scientists say, the citys less-than-adequate evacuation routes would strand 250,000 people or more, and probably kill one of ten left behind as the city drowned under twenty feet of water, Berger wrote. Thousands of refugees could land in Houston. Economically, the toll would be shattering. The Big Easy might never recover.40

As Katrina drew a bead on New Orleans, Berger, at home in Houston, feared that his bleak sinkhole article was about to become a reality. I knew that New Orleans dodged a bullet with Ivan in 2004, he recalled thinking as Katrinas menacing radar track appeared on his television screen. They were lucky to survive a direct hit for as long as they did. Andalthough its unfathomablein the city proper they had established no Hurricane Command Center for police and city officials to cope with what was going to be a certain future reality. They had no communication network established in advance. Go figure.41

Historian John Barrys 1998 Rising Tide was almost mandatory reading for the college-educated class in the Crescent City.42 In fact, it was the 2005 selection for One Book One New Orleans, an annual community-wide reading program encouraging all New Orleanians to read and discuss the same literary work. In exacting detail Barry explained the social, economic, racial, and political firestorm that accompanied the Great Mississippi Flood of 1927. Rising Tide was particularly tough on the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers and the so-called Carnival class, who worried more about Mardi Gras floats than flood protection. The blame, Barry told the Harvard University Gazette, referring to New Orleanss vulnerability to hurricane flooding in modern times, lies with the companies that have constructed gas and oil pipelines and shipping channels through coastal Louisiana, making the area more subject to erosion and providing less protection to the city.43

For decades, university professors all over Louisiana were desperately trying to get government officials to wake up to the dire threat. Many scenarios had been run prior to Katrina years ago, Gregory Stone of Louisiana State Universitys Coastal Studies Institute told BBC World Service, and with that type of storm, the scenarios should have been taken seriously. Wed been telling people all over the world that New Orleans was a nightmare waiting to happen.44 But New Orleans had so many urban problems (e.g., inadequately funded schools, political corruption, and collapsing infrastructure) that it was near impossible to get locals to focus on barrier islands, wetlands rebuilding, and coastal erosion. Their view was, by and large, that the Louisiana coastal parishes had to lead the charge on those regional problems. It was a tall order to try to save the seventh-largest delta on earth when you werent safe on your block. Billions would be needed for coastal erosion; what New Orleans needed was millions to pay better wages to teachers and the street cleaners who pick up rubbish after parades. Besides, people liked to believe they were safe behind their Category-3-proof levees. New Orleans was a fortressso what if it was surrounded by a moat?

IV

The idea of categorizing hurricanes into five ascending classes originated in 1969, the brainchild of Herbert Saffir, a consulting engineer in Coral Gables, Florida, and Robert Simpson, then the director of the NHC. Their classification, known as the Saffir-Simpson Damage Potential Scale, was based on myriad criteria that indicate the likelihood of a storm surge. The dominant consideration, however, was wind speed. It grew out of the experience the two men had had with Camille, the 1969 hurricane that killed 172 people along the eighty-six-mile coast of the state of Mississippi (256 was the eventual death toll, including Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Virginia). According to the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), hurricane intensity on the Saffir-Simpson Scale ranged from Category 1, with winds of 7594 mph (No real damage to building structures. Damage primarily to unanchored mobile homes, shrubbery, and trees. Also, some coastal road flooding and minor pier damage.), through Category 3, with winds of 111130 mph (Some structural damage to small residences and utility buildings with a minor amount of curtain wall failures. Mobile homes are destroyed. Flooding near the coast destroys smaller structures with larger structures damaged by floating debris.), to the rare and monstrous Category 5, with winds in excess of 155 mph (Complete roof failure on many residences and industrial buildings. Some complete building failures with small utility buildings blown over or away. Major damage to lower floors of all structures located less than fifteen feet above sea level and within 500 yards of the shoreline. Massive evacuation of residential areas on low ground within five to ten miles of the shoreline may be required.).45 In recent years, hurricane ratings according to the Saffir-Simpson Scale have become the central factor in determining whether to evacuate in advance of a hurricane. Due to the scales proven value in the United States, countries like Japan and Australia adopted it as well.46

New Orleans engineers learned to think in terms of the Saffir-Simpson Scale. With the protection of their system of levees and pumps, the city was considered just barely safe in the face of a Category 3 hurricane, specifically a fast-moving Category 3 storm. A slow-moving Category 3, crawling along at 7 mph or less, would be even more treacherous, drenching the coast with a greater amount of rain than a fast-moving storm. As for Category 4 or 5 hurricanes, the city was simply not prepared to withstand them. And yet they occurred with frightening regularity in the Gulf of Mexico. As the commonplace New Orleans refrain went, Its not if, you knowits when. The parlor game, come hurricane season, was to wish the cursed storm away, praying it would hit Panama City or Biloxi or Galveston, or a foreign country like Mexico or Nicaraguaanywhere but Louisianas fragile 397 miles of shoreline.

While New Orleans residents often mused about the possibility of cataclysmic destruction, even if they were just whistling in the dark, their city remained starkly vulnerable. In 2005, it could not boast of a single shelter certified by the Red Cross. Not one. That nonprofit behemoth, based on E St. NW in Washington, D.C., refused to operate a facility in New Orleans (or Key West) because none of the commonly used emergency sites (schools, hospitals, gymnasiums, etc.) was much above sea level. The Red Cross would open up shelters outside the flood zone, but not in the saucer. Meanwhile, New Orleanians didnt even protest as their flood-prone hometown became a dumping ground for toxic waste, the location of thirty-one Superfund sites.* The collective nonchalance in the face of such omens triggered novelist James Lee Burke to deem New Orleans an insane asylum built on a sponge.47 Novelists couldnt quite agree on the nature of New Orleanss problemto wit, whether it was dysfunctional or just nonfunctional. Or as the forty-four-year-old New Orleans native Michael Lewisauthor of best sellers like Liars Poker and The Next Next Thingwrote in the New York Times Magazine on October 9, 2005, Theres a fine line between stability and stagnation, and by the time I was born, New Orleans had already crossed it.48

Nobody in New Orleans, not even the hospitals, protested that the Red Cross had blacklisted their city. But in 2004, 270 officials from all levels of government did participate in a FEMA-funded, weeklong simulation of a Category 3 Hurricane striking New Orleans, a fake but very realistic storm called Hurricane Pam based on extensive computer models developed at Louisiana State University. The primary assumption of the Hurricane Pam exercise was that Greater New Orleans is inundated with ten feet of water within the levee systems as a result of a Category 3 or higher hurricane.49 The attendees learned that it would not be just water, in fact, but a HAZMAT gumbo. They heard that the total number of people left stranded in the toxic water may approach 500,000 if residents didnt properly evacuate.50 And they were further informed that a monstrous storm such as Pam would leave 30 million cubic yards of debrisnot counting human remainsspread out over thirteen parishes in southeast Louisiana. But to most Louisiana officials, discussing Pam was akin to reading A Thousand and One Nights; it was make-believe. Before Katrina people looked at Pam exercises like kids do fire drills in school, Clancy Dubos, publisher of the local weekly Gambit, recalled. They just werent going to take it seriously until it happened.51

Having lived through Pam for a week, the 270 officials just went home. Art Jones, the head of the disaster recovery division of the Louisiana Office of Homeland Security and Emergency Preparedness, later explained that the days were well spent, though. They allowed for interaction between the emergency officials who would be working together ifthat is, whenthe major hurricane hit.52 That sense of familiarity would not prove to be enough on Saturday, August 27, when the moment was upon them.

New Orleans did not possess a realistic hurricane plan, but it did have an evacuation plan. This document, City of New Orleans Comprehensive Emergency Management Plan, was prepared by city officials and various consultants in 2000. A fourteen-page booklet, it devoted about a page and a half to evacuation, but backed away from substantive directives. It must be understood that this Comprehensive Emergency Plan is an all-hazard plan, it explained. Due to the sheer size and number of persons to be evacuatedspecifically directed long-range planning and coordination of resources and responsibilities efforts must be undertaken. In other words, the booklet didnt have any novel answers or fresh approaches. But it did offer a series of clear-cut guidelines, which Mayor Ray Nagin seemed to ignore. After suggesting that evacuation zones based on probable storm flooding should be used as the basis of mass evacuation, it advised that such zones will be developed pending further study.53 They never were. Nothing further was done with the vague start offered by this emergency management plan. The city of New Orleans followed virtually no aspect of its own emergency management plan in the disaster caused by Hurricane Katrina, Audrey Hudson and James G. Lakely of the Washington Times wrote. New Orleans officially also failed to implement most federal guidelines.54

Apparently unimpressed by the emergency management plan, even though it was posted on the City Hall Web site (it was taken down shortly after Katrina), Mayor Nagin behaved in a hesitant, perplexing fashion. The plan was the collective wisdom of an entire generation of New Orleans political thinking, going back as far as those who had grappled with Hurricane Betsy in 1965. The plan instructed that when a serious hurricane approached, the city should evacuate seventy-two hours prior to the storm to give approximately 100,000 citizens of New Orleans [who] do not have the means of personal transportation enough time to leave. Mayor Nagin also ignored FEMA guidelines, which urged City Hall to coordinate the use of school buses and drivers to support evacuation efforts. What neither the Emergency Management Plan authors nor FEMAs lawyers could have known was that Mayor Nagin didnt prioritize hurricane evacuation plans. With his citys schools floundering and the murder rate rising, he had other more immediate woes to grapple with.

V

At noon on Saturday, forty-nine-year-old Mayor C. Ray Nagin staged a press briefing at City Hall in New Orleans. Casually dressed, his shaved head shining in the media lights, Nagin strained to seem like a man in charge. A careful observer of human nature could detect, however, by his twitching neck and glazed eyes that he was already unnerved by the prospect of Katrina. A state of emergency had been declared by Louisianas low-key governor, Kathleen Babineaux Blanco, on Friday, August 26, at 11:00 P.M., and the mayor was nervous. Reports from the NHC insisted that Katrina was growing in menace by the minute. Although the track could change, forecasters believe Hurricane Katrina will affect New Orleans, Nagin said tepidly, scratching his trimmed goatee. We may call for a voluntary evacuation later this afternoon or tomorrow afternoon.55 In emergency preparation, the three levels of evacuation are voluntary, recommended, and mandatory.56 Only the third carries real weightand places the responsibility for evacuation on state and local government officials. A halting, soft-spoken Nagin said that he needed to talk with his lawyers about what his options were. By stopping short of making a citywide exodus mandatory, he was squandering precious time. Even as Nagin dawdled, the first Louisiana SPCA pets were en route to Houston.


As politicians go, Nagin was an energetic show horse, not a nuts-and-bolts workhorse. That very Saturday, in fact, New Orleans Times-Picayune columnist Chris Rose reported on the mayors latest venture: acting. Just days before Katrina hit landfall in Florida, Nagin had made his film debut in an independently produced thriller called Labou. For five hoursin the thick of the tropical storm seasonhe hung around Gallier Hall, New Orleanss old city hall, rehearsing lines (on taxpayers time). He had been cast to play a corrupt Louisiana mayor. I thought I was just gonna show up, do a cameo, say my lines and get out of there, Nagin complained on the set. And they only pay a buck fifty for this. Rose interpreted the gripe for the Times-Picayune readership, explaining that a buck fifty was Ray Speak for 150 dollars. New Orleans residents were already familiar with Ray Speak, a confusing inversion of words and ideas, all gathered up in tortured syntax, typically producing a mixed message, but marketed to his constituents as candor. You might call it pandering with seemingly earnest zeal. The net effect of Ray Speak was to sell his inaction as a form of action. After leaving the set, a boastful Nagin called out, Hollywood South, baby!57

A native of New Orleans, Nagin had been interested in business at the start of his adult life, earning an accounting degree at what was then Tuskegee Institute and an MBA from Tulane University. He rose through the corporate ranks to become a vice president of the cable television company Cox Communications, overseeing operations in southeast Louisiana. He also made a reputation for himself as a part owner of the New Orleans Brass, the local minor-league hockey team. In 2002, at the age of forty-six, Nagin suddenly jumped into politics and entered the New Orleans mayoral race. He was an unknown candidate with no record whatsoever. Suddenly the leading Democrat in the race, he constructed his campaign around a pointedly pro-business, Republican-sounding platform. He soon became a darling of the Times-Picayune and the conservative business elite, an African American who was a virtual Chamber of Commerce cheerleader when it came to New Orleanss future.

Always deferential to whites, Nagin broke with the civil rights tradition of the citys black leadership. At the same time, he worked hard to distance himself from the left-leaning legacies of such previous Democratic mayors as Sidney Barthelemy, Moon Landrieu, and Marc Morial. I took great pains to bring in every segment of the community, Nagin later said of his campaign. I got attacked. I was called Ray Reagan, and that white man in black skin stuff. I had a stigma that Ray Nagin does not care about black people.58 He campaigned for mayor claiming that he would sell Louis Armstrong International Airport to make money and build a new city hall. (After his election, neither happened.) He spewed anticorruption jive, going on about purging all the bad guys from city government: no more cronyism under his administration; the iron heel of justice had arrived. He was going to weed out the villains. He was a reform candidate, baby.

Even as Nagin represented oil and gas millionaires, shipping magnates, blue bloods, and nouveau-riche developers, he was a buffer zone between New Orleanss blacks and whites. He marketed himself as an African American with whom upwardly mobile Texas-Louisiana whites would feel comfortable. The popular Bishop Paul Morton of the Greater St. Stephen Full Gospel Baptist Church spoke for many in the African-American community of New Orleans when he called Nagin a white man in black skin.59 That was harsh and unfair: Nagin was a midlevel corporate manager who believed he could charm voters and move them in the direction he wanted. Nagins self-promotioncombined with Ray Speakworked. In the 2002 mayoral election, he defeated a strong adversary, Richard Pennington. While Pennington was the chief of police from 1994 to 2002, the murder rate in New Orleans fell by 50 percent. Under Nagins leadership it subsequently skyrocketed to ten times the national average. On Saturday, December 27, in fact, a local weekly, Gambit, reported that New Orleans was on pace to end 2005 with 316 murders (71 per 100,000 residents). In 2004, New Orleans was the number two murder capital of America.60 When it came to good governance and fighting crime, the glamorous CEO mayor was, in Texas parlance, all hat, no cattle.

That Saturday, with Katrina brewing in the Gulf, Nagin grew concerned and huddled with his team of lawyers, bodyguards, developers, and sycophants. His most pressing worry? Nagin said late Saturday that hes having his legal staff look into whether he can order a mandatory evacuation of the city, Bruce Nolan reported in the Times-Picayune, a step hes been hesitant to do because of the potential liability on the part of the city for closing hotels and other businesses.61 That hotels would be in a position to sue the city if the tourist trade were disrupted because he called for a mandatory evacuationthat was Nagins worry. As a protector of businessesparticularly ones of national staturehe couldnt have that. He stalled around on Saturday, trying to verify his legal position. Meanwhile, personnel had to be marshaled, resources deployed, and plans initiated. Direct action was necessary on a dozen fronts and Nagin was hesitating like a schoolboy afraid to receive his report card. The assumption that poor people would be trapped was met with inaction, when it should have been met with a determination to save as many as possible, editorialized the Times-Picayune. The words mandatory evacuation mean nothing when state and local officials wont or cant deploy the resources necessary to make the mandate stick.62

According to the office of the Attorney General of Louisiana, a mayor was fully authorized by the law to direct and compel the evacuation of all or part of the population from any stricken or threatened area. Nagins imagination, however, was sorely limited. He could envision lawsuits, but apparently not Wilma Jones, stuck at the Magnolia Development off Claiborne Avenue. Besides sending around twelve buses to poor neighborhoods in a haphazard pickup and drop-off fashion, Mayor Nagin implemented no comprehensive plan to evacuate vulnerable people. Debbie Este, for example, sat in her wheelchair in her one-story Arts Street home with her infirm sixty-eight-year-old mother and two teenage daughters. She had no idea what was coming. Nagin had no list of people with special needs like Robert Green, who awaited Katrinas fury in his Tennessee Street house in the Lower Ninth Ward with his seventy-three-year-old mother (who had Parkinsons disease), his mentally handicapped cousin, and his three granddaughters. Both Greens mother and his granddaughter, Shenae, would be dead before Katrina passed. They keep telling me Im gonna break down from it, he told CNN as he searched for his mothers body in October 2005. I wont break down, and I cant break down, not until its over.63

Obviously Mayor Nagin cared about these special needs residents; just not enough. He was all Booker T. Washington, pull yourself up by the bootstraps, with a touch of Hollywood showboating, for good measure. There was little W. E. B. Du Bois in his repertoire. Furthermore, tourists didnt come to see the unemployed, of whom there were many, or the ill, the toothless, the elderly. Visitors came to gawk at nude shops along Bourbon Street and eat bread pudding at Commanders Palace in the Garden District. Five-star hotels with spas as big as Canyon Ranch in Las Vegasthose were things Nagin cared deeply about. He had little interest in the 112,000 adult New Orleanians who didnt own cars. They were, in his mind-set, a secondary concern.64 We didnt do enough to help earmark the special needs people, Terry Ebbert of Homeland Security admitted. We will next time.65

VI

Sometimes it was hard for City Hall or the Chamber of Commerce or the New Orleans Visitors Bureau to visualize the life of a poor person in New Orleanssomeone like Tonya Brown of the Lower Ninth Ward. Brown was a single mother earning a meager wage deep-frying at a restaurant and buying used clothes at the thrift shop while praying that the Sewerage and Water Board of New Orleans wouldnt cut service to her household. Occasionally, the New Testament gave her genuine comfort. She was a proud Baptist. Most of the time, however, her love gave way to hurt. There were bad-luck days when only pain was real. Tears often swelled in her brown eyes, but she waved them off, not wanting her six kids exposed to weakness. For all of her can-do attitude, she was still and all a scared mother. Self-pity was a losers mask and she wanted no part of it. Quiet strength, like that of Rosa Parksthats what Brown prayed for, kneeling down in church. Sometimes, when dusk hovered over the Lower Ninth Ward as she talked to Jesus, her anxiety dissipated. She was a covenant woman. Twilight, she said, was the best time to ask and listen. Long before, she had stopped asking City Hall for anything. Too proud for welfare, she walked to work across the St. Claude Avenue Bridge most mornings, declining to pay a dollar to ride the bus. She was on a shoestring budget, just trying to make ends meet. She jokingly referred to these walks as dead marches, daydreaming that someday shed make
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