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			Praise for We’re Still Here Ya Bastards

			“Gratz provides a moving chronicle of the efforts of real people to rebuild their battered city in the face of bad engineering, cynical politicians, incompetent bureaucrats and greedy developers. It frames the challenges urban revitalization, inequality and gentrification in a smart and nuanced way. This book is an absolute must read for anyone who cares about the future of our communities and nation.”—Richard Florida, author of The Rise of the Creative Class and professor at NYU

			“Roberta Gratz knows as much about the way cities work as anyone alive. In We’re Still Here Ya Bastards she turns her sharp, experienced eye on New Orleans, post-Katrina, and delivers a lucid assessment of the city’s stunning progress as well as its chronic, sometimes toxic, problems. Drawing on a broad variety of voices, this is a valuable addition to the growing body of literature about this most complex and beautiful city.”—Tom Piazza, author of Why New Orleans Matters and City of Refuge

			“No major American event of this century has generated so much myth as the 2005 flooding of New Orleans. Roberta Gratz tackles these assumed truths with two essential tools: the tenacity of an old-style journalist and the devotion of a Jane Jacobs–style urbanist. She chronicles the city’s improbable and unpredicted recovery, without the dubious help of big plans, a recovery that, like her reporting, was and is literally ground-up. Most important to me, she writes not only with understanding, but with deep affection for this incomparable city.”—Harry Shearer

			“Do we need another Katrina book? No. Not just any book. We need this one. Whether the subject is education, healthcare, urban development or environmental preservation, Roberta Gratz has masterfully assembled a chorus of New Orleans voices to tell the story of their city. This book is a clarion call to the nation and the world.”—Lolis Eric Elie, story editor, HBO’s Treme

			“After the Katrina and BP oil-spill disasters, officials in New ­Orleans only made matters worse through incompetence and self-dealing. It took the unelected citizenry to rise up and put things right. It’s a hell of a story, painstakingly reported and recounted here in stirring detail.”—John Berendt, author of Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil

			“What happens when one of the United States’s urban treasures is damaged, seemingly beyond repair? How does the nation respond—and what does the response tell us of the state of the union? We’re Still Here Ya Bastards brings to life the immediacy of the struggles to rebuild New Orleans in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina. If you have wondered what has happened in the decade since television cameras recorded the drowning of a great American city—from the Ninth Ward to Lakeview, from the French Quarter and Treme through Uptown and Mid-City—Roberta Gratz’s page-turning account is for you. As a native New Orleanian, I am grateful to her for uncovering these critical histories.”—Leslie Harris, Associate Professor of History and African American Studies, Emory University

			“A great American story: how people who love New Orleans keep saving it, and big money and bad government keep screwing it over.”—Roy Blount Jr., author of Feet on the Street: Rambles Around New Orleans

			“New Orleanians don’t often light out for the territories. So there was no question of their returning from mandatory exile to this semi-ruined city and rebuilding from the ground up. As Roberta Gratz shows in this brilliant book, it was their grassroots activism, reinforced by cadres of voluntourists who came for a week then decided to stay put, that has been bringing this storied town back from disaster.”—Lawrence N. Powell, author of The Accidental City: Improvising New Orleans

			“Roberta Gratz is America’s most innovative urban chronicler of our time. If you really want to know the true story of New Orleans after Katrina, you must read her thorough account of one of America’s devastating natural disasters.”—Laurie Beckelman, cultural consultant and former Chair of the New York City Landmarks Preservation Commission

			“Disaster, even terrible disaster, can also be an opportunity. A decade after Hurricane Katrina, Roberta Gratz offers a sharp take on what a recovering New Orleans got right—and wrong. Her assessment is sure to provoke debate. But no one who cares about ‘The City that Care Forgot’ can ignore this detailed and deeply humane report.”—Jed Horne, author of Desire Street and Breach of Faith

			“Roberta Gratz’s collage of post-Katrina New Orleans sparkles with stunning and sometimes controversial insights. Written with grace and deep feeling, she takes Jane Jacobs’ heritage into new territory and confirms the author’s status as our leading urbanist.”—S. Frederick Starr, Chairman of the Central Asia-Caucasus Institute at the School of Advanced International Studies, Johns Hopkins University

			“We’re Still Here Ya Bastards is a colorful, authoritative account of how the unsung people of New Orleans–instead of inept Federal agencies, crooked local ‘leaders’ and soulless developers–refused to let a great American city die.”—Curtis Carter Wilkie, co-author of City Adrift: New Orleans Before and After Katrina

			“In this powerful book, Roberta Brandes Gratz turns her deep understanding of the work of Jane Jacobs into an astonishing account of how imaginative community activists like Jacobs emerge and grow in the wake of a disaster like Katrina. In virtually every domain of urban life—in housing, health care, education, economic development, and environmental protection—she discovers New Orleanians whose diagnosis of the problems and alternatives to the solutions are vastly more creative and effective than all the politicians, bureaucrats, and professionals who have dominated our television screens. That we have heard little or nothing about these people says much about our distrust of democracy. A masterpiece of reportage and analysis!”—Richard Rabinowitz, Phd, President, American History Workshop

			“Ten years after the flooding of New Orleans, the city is still recovering. A street-level portrait of the people who came back to rebuild their homes, We’re Still Here Ya Bastards illustrates how the tight-knit communities of the Crescent City are reclaiming their city—in spite of the so-called experts, predatory free-marketeers, and government bureaucrats.”—Josh Neufeld, author of A.D.: New Orleans After the Deluge
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			New Orleans developed into something greater than a mere entrepôt for a continent. It became a state of mind, built on the edge of disaster, where the lineages of three continents and countless races and ethnicities were forced to crowd together on slopes of the natural levee and somehow learn to improvise a coexistence whose legacy may be America’s only original contribution to world culture.

			—Lawrence N. Powell, The Accidental City: 

		    Improvising New Orleans1

			New Orleans looked wonderful, as it always does. It is certainly one of the most beautiful cities in the world, although how the people who live there manage to make it so remains a mystery to me.

			—John Kennedy Toole, author of A Confederacy of 

		    Dunces, in a letter to friend Joel L. Fletcher2

		

	
		
			Preface

			On August 29, 2005, an ill wind swept across New Orleans. Her name was Katrina. Like countless others around the world, I was transfixed in front of the television, watching in horror as Hurricane Katrina swept across the Gulf Coast with a force beyond words.1 First, I watched the gale-force winds uproot trees and suck up roofs, sending them flying around like toys. The swirls and waves of water were equally frightening. Over the course of the weekend, I could hardly stop watching, scarcely understanding the level of human suffering and physical destruction that was unfolding before my eyes.

			I cringed at the sight of people stranded on rooftops, children airlifted by helicopter, families huddled in makeshift boats, and elderly and infirm persons resting on floating platforms ingeniously assembled by family members or friends who pulled them through the water as they walked alongside. I marveled at brave citizen-rescuers reaching out to people they probably didn’t know. And I hugged my golden retriever, Sasha, as I watched beloved animals stranded and alone.

			I had visited New Orleans a few times over the years and included a small bit about the place in each of my three books.2 I was clearly a fan. I was not one of the millions who celebrated its music, food, or rich diverse culture, although I appreciated all those things. Instead, I valued New Orleans for its urbanism—its tightly placed streets, exuberant culture, rich architecture, and unique density. Throughout the 1950s and ’60s, many American cities had swept clean their historic core of mixed-scale buildings on pedestrian-oriented streets, dating from layers of past and present eras in pursuit of the elusive promise of Urban Renewal.

			During World War II, cities across the country experienced the deterioration that came with national investment geared toward war. After the war, the idea prevailed that the future lay only in the suburbs. To abet that future—to provide inexpensive housing for returning vets and to shift the war economy to a domestic one—federal investment went primarily to the development of the suburbs and suburban transportation. The national policy to rebuild cities, Urban Renewal, meant demolishing old neighborhoods to build new high-rise towers in the park or to make way for highways to carry urban dwellers to the new suburbs. In the 1950s, functional, redeemable neighborhoods populated with rooted urban residents fell under the bulldozer. Surviving communities struggled not to succumb. The deterioration spread as demolition fatally tore thread after thread of the intricate urban fabric. Population loss accelerated. In the mid-1960s, as a young newspaper reporter, I witnessed this government-sponsored devastation, writing about New York City neighborhoods experiencing destruction.3 I observed people fighting to save their homes and neighborhoods. The only successful efforts were those where demolition was resisted—where people rebuilt their homes, favored new construction that fit in with the existing neighborhood, and fought to save parks, neighborhood landmarks, and business areas—and enlightened city officials partnered with local efforts to create a positive impact.

			New Orleans had done its share of thoughtless destruction but, miraculously, it remained a real city, thanks to successful citizen resistance to ill-conceived ideas of progress. There was still a real fabric of streets, distinct neighborhoods, corner stores, and pockets of local businesses as well as a substantial downtown anchored by the French Quarter—at one time, the largest historic district in the country.4

			In my first book, The Living City, I wrote about how urban regeneration works—incrementally, organically, from the bottom up—not by means of big, publicly funded developer projects or big visitor attractions. I cited the French Quarter to demonstrate how a historic district, if large enough, could accommodate both the most extreme honky-tonk street and the most stylish residential life within blocks of each other while keeping them separate.5 In Cities Back from the Edge, I discussed many examples of cities that were regenerating slowly, off any official radar, throughout the 1980s. I spotlighted the Garden District of New Orleans, which by the 1970s had deteriorated. A public transit line—in this case, the fabled St. Charles Streetcar—helped sustain that sizable but frayed district during the hardest times and then facilitated its regeneration.6 The streetcar helped preserve the “mixed-use” nature of that corridor as well. Those cities that retained their public transit demonstrated the kind of gradual, organic, citizen-led regeneration that I observed and celebrated in both of these books. In The Battle for Gotham, I explored the conflicting urban philosophies of Robert Moses and Jane Jacobs and cited the successful fight to stop a Moses-conceived highway through the French Quarter. I also noted that one neighborhood in the Lower Garden District around Coliseum Square was reviving after the highway ramp that originally destroyed it came down.7

			But the New Orleans I was watching on television in 2005 was not the city with which I was familiar. Like so many visitors, I hadn’t ventured far beyond the celebrated, popular areas. As an observer of cities, I should have known better. But what I did know for sure was what I had observed and written about for years: if energized and not thwarted, resident populations and local businesses are better at rebuilding their cities and neighborhoods than government officials and credentialed experts, or oversized government funding programs and the redevelopment network that feeds off them. Local wisdom trumps distant assumed expertise every time.

			As I watched, I wondered: What would be the post-Katrina narrative of this storied city? Would New Orleanians dig their heels in and show a “can-do spirit” despite the extraordinary adversity and endless impediments confronting them? Would this disaster provide an excuse to do the wrong things by the perpetrators of the cataclysmic mistakes that had undermined many of our great cities? Would a feeding frenzy ensue whereby the politically well-connected managed to secure the post-disaster contracts? I knew that this was a narrative I wanted to follow closely and write about as events unfolded. I wanted to help in some small way to advance positive change. But where to start?

			Through the Association of Community Organizations for Reform Now (ACORN),8 a national grassroots member organization headquartered in New Orleans, I met Durwin Hill, a resident of the Lower Ninth Ward. Like all residents of the Lower Nine and other flooded neighborhoods, he was initially not allowed to go back to his home—not even to open the windows, air out the house, and assess the damage. It would be four months after the storm until Lower Nine residents were given the green light to return, the last community permitted to do so. The official explanation was the lack of electricity, safe drinking water, and street lights in the Lower Nine, as well as the degree of damage. But these were hollow excuses used in order to impose restrictions on a low-income neighborhood that, as would soon become clear, city officials and business leaders did not want to see repopulated. Other similarly devastated neighborhoods were open to residents sooner.

			With press credentials secured from The Nation magazine, I went down to New Orleans in October 2005 and was allowed into the Lower Ninth Ward to accompany Durwin as he viewed his home for the first time after Katrina. At the guarded checkpoint, Durwin’s wife was denied entry with us: I was allowed to bring only one resident, so she waited in the car. Durwin, a solidly built New Orleans native, was a skilled carpenter and house renovator. He pulled loose the plywood with which he had carefully covered his front door and windows before evacuating, only to discover that the eight feet of water that immersed his simple brick house on concrete slab had ruined everything in sight, including the two attached rear apartments occupied by his sons. Inside, the atmosphere was fetid and impenetrable. Furniture blocked doorways. Soggy sofas were upended. Family pictures and decorative objects were scattered about. Saturated carpeting felt squishy underfoot. Nothing was where it had been, and a quick glance confirmed that nothing was salvageable.

			“It was in worse shape when I bought it,” he said with an upbeat spirit that stunned me. “I fixed it once and I’ll do it again.” Like thousands of other homeowners, Durwin would gut the property down to the studs, hauling rotted wall boards, carpeting, and furniture out to the sidewalk. Mold, of varying colors, needed to be bleached off everything. And then, only then, could the rebuilding begin. The total destruction I witnessed would surely have defeated me if I were in that situation. It took me awhile to absorb the spirit I was witnessing.

			I stood with Durwin outside in the cracked mud lawn where a huge tree had fallen, just missing his house but landing on his wife’s car. Painfully, he surveyed the neighborhood around him as if he was assessing the cherished objects in his living room. He pointed first to a policeman’s “shotgun” house, recently fixed up catty-corner to his own. The classic shotgun is a long narrow house in which, according to legend, one could shoot a gun straight through from the front door to the back door without hitting a wall. Durwin noted the corner bar/restaurant, an authentic neighborhood gathering place where he and his friends exchanged news and discussed the problems of the world. The simple white stucco façade with green scripted letters announced that this was “Chic’s Place.” He then pointed to a narrow shotgun that had been empty for a year because “the old lady died and her nephew who inherited it left it just as she and her mother had furnished it way back.” He expressed disappointment that “the nice young white couple next door” who had moved here from Texas to teach in the nearby school left after they were laid off because of pre-Katrina budget cuts. He described taking meals to one neighbor and attending the wedding of another and recounted memories of his own school days. Each school he attended was just a short walk away.

			Another resident walked by with her cousin. They had sneaked in past the guards and were checking out assorted family homes. Her mother, thirteen aunts and uncles, and nineteen of their children owned homes at one time or another on three contiguous blocks nearby. “You couldn’t get into trouble in this neighborhood without someone telling your mom,” she said, laughing despite the wreckage she was looking at. “In front of whoever’s house you were at, lunch time is where you ate.” I’ve heard many such descriptions of New Orleanian life in the years since. “If you ask me about someone,” yet another resident told me, “I may not know him but I’ll know his people.”

			As I listened to these stories, I recognized the residents’ strength of character and will. I was observing a picture of New Orleans that did not come across on television or in the general press. I was fascinated, moved, and inspired. I had been writing about cities for many years, and I had seen over and over again that the key to urban regeneration was the resilience of local people—not the self-important city officials and developers who erroneously pursued big projects, pushed their own agendas, and failed to deliver on their promises. While big plans rarely live up to their expectations, small actions always exceed theirs.

			In New Orleans, in the immediate aftermath of the storms, I saw years of stories I had written coming together into one big one—as the South Bronx and Savannah, Georgia, had been for me in the 1970s. I watched the earliest beginnings of the South Bronx and Savannah resurgence and wrote about them in The Living City. Based on that history and all I had observed and written about since, I knew what the experts would say after Katrina and, based on what I was already seeing, I knew New Orleans would defy them.

			I began to visit New Orleans regularly after the storms, writing occasional stories9 and getting to know the city. During each visit, I drove around the city, walked through neighborhoods talking to survivors, and looked for small signs of recovery. I saw the floodwater lines on every house and learned how to read the ubiquitous Xs—known as “Katrina tattoos”—that denoted whether people and dogs had been rescued or found dead. I saw packs of abandoned and hungry-looking dogs and sepia-colored lawns, and wondered why there were so many abandoned cars if people reportedly didn’t have them to evacuate in. Nighttime was particularly eerie. So few houses were lit up. During the day, people able to return to their neighborhoods were already working on cleaning out the ruined contents of their homes. Some were rebuilding during the day but going elsewhere to spend the night. More came on weekends, driving long distances from wherever they were temporarily staying.

			Thousands of refrigerators clogged the sidewalks. Many had writing on them. One read “The Twin Towers/Our 9/11”; another, “Do Not Open. Tom Benson Inside.” Benson, the owner of the Saints, spoke of moving the football team to another city after Katrina. The graffiti on buildings powerfully displayed the anger and anguish of a distressed population with no means of formal communication: “U loot, we shoot,” “F*** FEMA,” “We’re Still Here Ya Bastards,” “FEMA—Fix Everything My Ass,” “Bagdad.”

			Humor occasionally entered the grim picture. “Don’t try” warned looters on the side of a rug shop, followed by “I am sleeping inside with a big dog, an ugly woman, two shotguns, and a claw hammer.” A week later, an update was added: “Still here. Woman left. Cooking a pot of dog gumbo.” Then a further revision at the end of the month: “Welcome back, y’all. Grin and bear it.”10 Historian Lawrence Powell, not long after the hurricane, commented on the city’s ability to find humor in the worst of conditions:

			Already mounds of trash are piling up on neutral grounds, as median strips are called . . . bearing handmade signs: “Toxic Art, This Exhibition Will Kill You!” The windshields of cars ashed over in Nagasaki brown are painted with “For Sale, Like New!” Or, at one badly submerged car lot: all cars “89% off, some even free.” We’re creative in our profanity, too. The latest local brush-off is: “Go FEMA yourself!”11

			A few restaurants and cafés were open, though some were doing business on the sidewalk because their interiors were ruined or the electricity was off. Anything open drew people in to share stories, inquire about neighbors and friends, and get information.12 FEMA trailers were visible in the front yards of very few homes. Indeed, the story behind these trailers was scandalous beyond anything reported in the press. One gentleman lucky enough to have one placed in his driveway wasn’t allowed to use it until the water was connected. A plumber friend of his was willing to do the job for free, but instead he had to wait endlessly for a FEMA contractor to do it. He would not get a key until that was done. If he entered before that, he would be trespassing. This was the first of many signs of a predatory, disaster economy in action, as we will see throughout this book.

			Another homeowner I talked to was waiting for a FEMA contractor electrician to do a job that he was professionally trained to do himself. He had been waiting weeks while cleaning out and repairing his own two-story bungalow-style house that had flooded only on the ground floor. He said his house would be livable before the trailer was accessible. Yet another homeowner received a trailer by Thanksgiving, but it was not until after Easter that he could get the city to inspect the electrical hookup so he could occupy it. Other property owners had secured blue tarps from FEMA to cover their houses until the roofs could be repaired. The blue tarp became the new city symbol.

			In 2007, I bought a modest double shotgun house in the Bywater neighborhood, an interesting area filled with colorful shotguns and two-story galleried houses of all stages of restoration and decay. Once a blue-collar community, the Bywater was slowly becoming a destination for artists, musicians, and young people seeking homes with character. Many houses were vacant and home values were still reasonable. An economically and racially diverse population was in residence. Gentrification was under way but at least, it seemed, slow and gradual. Bordering the Mississippi, the Bywater sustained no serious flooding.

			In the years since, New Orleans has become my second home. I have written a number of stories, always eager to learn more and observe the ups and downs of the inevitable recovery in progress. I knew it would happen, and although many things surprised me, my expectations were met more often than not. What I found, what I observed over the past decade, is what this book is about.

			Cities are never lacking in wise, energetic, passionate, and dedicated citizens who know best how to rebuild their communities. New Orleans has more than its share of such citizens. They are the ones most responsible for their city’s recovery. They do not get enough credit. As my friend Karen Gadbois said at a conference of community rebuilders in 2006: “There is no other Cavalry coming. We are the ones we’ve been waiting for. We are the Cavalry.”
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			Introduction

			The Live Oaks

			Nothing defines New Orleans better than the Live Oak trees that line its streets, grace its parks, provide shade and shelter during the relentlessly hot summers, and buffer storm winds. The leafy long branches of the curbside trees spread horizontally so far across the street toward each other that they form lush canopies of green, adding an elegant aura to even the most downtrodden rows of houses. The green lasts all winter. In the spring, new leaves emerge as old ones fall; thus the term Live, which distinguishes them from other oaks that remain leafless and dormant in winter. As they grow, twisting and turning in the winds, the Live Oaks gain their strength by anticipating the way the winds blow and adapting to the fierce changes in weather.

			In City Park, home to more than three thousand Live Oaks,1 not one of the two thousand trees lost during or after the storm was a historic Live Oak, reported Chief Development Officer John Hopper: “[These trees] are uniquely suited to our weather and better able to withstand flooding and wind than many other species.”2

			“The environment of oak trees is something that separates New Orleans from Atlanta or Houston,” observed S. Frederick Starr, noted author of many books on New Orleans. “Most of old New Orleans streets had balconies that covered the sidewalks and the oaks were an extension of the canopy. They made the city’s weather bearable.”3

			The strength and endurance of the Live Oaks do indeed have a particular significance, notes science writer Janine Benyus, author of Biomimicry: Innovation Inspired by Nature. They are, perhaps, a metaphor for the city itself and the strength of its people. Live Oaks grow in clusters, Benyus points out, and their spreading roots form a deep network connecting one tree to the next.4 That network holds the extended tree family together. The trees survive so well because they are indigenous to the region. In New Orleans, where they are frequently subjected to fierce coastal storms, they have endured because their twisting branches spread outward as well as upward, leaving ample room for the wind to pass through them. The leaves of the Live Oaks curl up in a storm to let the wind pass by. Their roots spread wide but stay firmly connected to the thick, gnarled parental trunk, lending strength and balance to the branches above.

			The city of New Orleans is much like its great Live Oak trees—strong, disaster resistant, and amazingly resilient. Deep-rooted family networks provide a human infrastructure that gives strength to residents and allows them to support each other, while overcoming the failings of governments and financial hardships. Time reveals the city’s strengths just as it has proven the strength and endurance of the Live Oaks, many of which are hundreds of years old. The loss of limbs and leaves from many of the Live Oaks during Hurricane Katrina and Hurricane Rita (which, as noted, followed one month later) left the city feeling denuded, with too much sun burning through where shade had once prevailed. But the trees are growing back, leaf by leaf and limb by limb.

			Before Katrina, as Fred Starr pointed out in a conversation with me, “New Orleans already had the poorest tree cover of any major city, based on aerial photographs.” For decades, he added, the city has failed at replanting many Live Oaks while the power company, Entergy, unceasingly obliterates many trees. Even worse is what Fred calls “the palm tree phenomenon, a total waste,” whereby the city is planting palm trees—even though they are not native, they fall during storms, and they are expensive because they must be planted full-grown. Individuals and organizations such as Parkway Partners sponsor tree replanting but are unable to keep up. This points up an important theme in the recent history of New Orleans: local leaders working to fill the gap left by government.

			In no other American city have familial networks remained as strongly rooted to particular neighborhoods, making the history of New Orleans unique. Like the Live Oaks with their strong interconnected root systems, the city’s white, African-American, and Creole of Color families have gained strength from their habitation in well-defined neighborhoods over many generations. Many New Orleanians live in mortgage-free houses that their grandfathers or fathers built. They don’t leave them easily. To be sure, other American cities also had deeply entrenched demographic patterns before post–World War II redevelopment policies and relocation choices dispersed families geographically. In New Orleans, however, these patterns proved more resistant to disruption than elsewhere. As documented throughout this book, the resilient nature of New Orleanians is one reason why the recovery of the city, primarily through the rebuilding and revitalization efforts of local residents and community leaders, has been so successful throughout the past decade.

			But more than just resilience explains the recovery of New Orleans since the devastation of Katrina—which was a “man-made” disaster, not a “natural” one. As New Orleans writer Randy Fertel told me: “Those are fighting words here if you talk about Katrina as a natural disaster; it wasn’t a natural disaster but a federal flood caused by the Corps screw-up.” On August 31, 2010, a few days after the fifth anniversary of Katrina, author Tom Piazza wrote in his Huffington Post blog:

			At first it looked as if New Orleans had been smacked by a hurricane, which, of course, it had. It would take awhile longer for people to understand that the images that halted the coffee cup en route to the mouth . . . were the result not of a natural disaster, bad as the hurricane was, but of a catastrophic planning and engineering failure on the part of the Army Corps of Engineers. Many still don’t realize it. Of course, many also think that Iraq planned the 9/11 attacks.5

			• • •

			The overwhelming failure of the federal government and its myriad private contractors during and after Hurricane Katrina is inexplicable. What compounds the tragedy and prevents the public from understanding what really happened was the success of the Army Corps of Engineers and the Bush White House’s perpetration of so many false reports and explanations. As musician, author, radio host, and film and TV personality Harry Shearer asked in a conversation: “How is it the Corps of Engineers screws up time and again and no one gets fired? Nothing happens.”6 Some myth-busting about Katrina and the immediate aftermath is in order.

				Myth:	Katrina was a “natural disaster.”

				Fact:	Katrina has been recognized as the most catastrophic failure in the history of American engineering.

				Myth:	The levees were “overtopped” by the intensity of the high water.

				Fact:	The levees collapsed in fifty-three places due to engineering design errors and “were responsible for 87 percent of the flooding, by volume.”7

				Myth:	Katrina was a Category 4–5 hurricane.

				Fact:	It was a Category 3 when it reached New Orleans and had been anticipated by hurricane simulations a few years before.

			Several books since have vividly detailed the storm but probably the best of them are Jed Horne’s Breach of Faith and Ivor van Heerden and Mike Bryan’s The Storm.8 Horne does a masterful job of setting the record straight on a number of issues: C. Ray Nagin (the mayor of New Orleans from 2002 to 2012) and his emotional outbursts coupled with the delay in his calling for a mandatory evacuation;9 despite her poor TV performance,10 Kathleen Blanco (the governor of Louisiana from 2004 to 2008) declaring a state of emergency three days before Katrina struck (one day before Mississippi), ordering the evacuation of the New Orleans Metropolitan area on Saturday afternoon, placing the National Guard and state agencies on alert and then struggling to get White House attention; and FEMA head Michael D. Brown’s total incompetence, his attempt to blame everything on “a ‘dysfunctional’ relationship between unnamed Louisiana politicians [Blanco and Nagin],” and his belated admission that FEMA had sponsored a disaster drill a year earlier during which the entire Katrina scenario—levee inadequacies, widespread flooding, and a high death rate—had been simulated in an exercise called “Hurricane Pam.”11 Months after Katrina, it was revealed that President Bush had been officially informed of this simulation on the afternoon of the storm. That meeting was taped.12

			Other failures at all levels of government in the immediate days after Katrina are well documented by Horne and others: the lack of a city evacuation plan, the Red Cross’s no-show, the city’s turndown of offers of evacuation assistance from the four national railroads that pass through New Orleans, FEMA’s delay in requesting assistance and, worse, its outright rejection of free help from corporations, foreign governments, doctors, firefighters from all over the United States, and even regular FEMA contractors (Brown insisted on first setting up a chain of command, making sure that volunteers “checked in” with FEMA and obtained official badges). The hidden agenda, as we will see, was to give lucrative contracts to the right people.

			Who can forget that, finally, three days after Katrina, President Bush cut short his Texas vacation and had Air Force One “fly low” over the drowned city to get a glance of the disaster on his way back to DC. This in contrast to President Lyndon B. Johnson who, forty years earlier, showed up just one day after Hurricane Betsy, said he was there to help, marshaled all kinds of assistance, and then ordered the Army Corps of Engineers to build stronger levees.

			But most fascinating of all, as highlighted by both Horne and van Heerden, was the successful strategy, presumably contrived by the “master of spin,” Karl Rove, to make Governor Blanco look indecisive after President Bush offered to “federalize” the Louisiana National Guard—a proposal she considered for three days and then declined since it offered no value. The president’s declaration of a national emergency on the Saturday of the storm actually meant that the federal government was already officially in charge pursuant to the Stafford Act of October 2000.13 Thus, federalizing further was an unnecessary ploy to shift the focus of failure to Blanco. Mississippi’s Republican governor Haley Barbour was not given the same meaningless opportunity, nor did he ask for it.14 It was a useless gesture but a good public relations gimmick worthy of Rove. The ploy was officially denied, of course, but then Brown is reported to have told a group of graduate students in New York that someone in the White House came up with this strategy “because Blanco was a female Democrat, but stay out of Mississippi, where Governor Haley Barbour was a male Republican.”15 At that time, Blanco was the only Democratic governor in the South. Both governors and states were treated quite differently, as van Heerden points out:

			In January 2007, Governor Blanco confirmed other reports that Louisiana, burdened with 80 percent of the storm damage from Katrina and Rita, received only 55 percent of federal relief funds. FEMA had given Mississippi, with 31,000 families living in trailers, $280 million for Katrina Cottages, while Louisiana’s 64,000 families living in trailers merited only $74 million.16

			In fact, if Governor Blanco had agreed to let the effort be federalized, she would not have been able to activate the National Guard to address Louisiana’s needs on the ground. The Posse Comitatus Act of 1878, passed after Reconstruction and updated in 1981, purposely prevented the federal government from using the Armed Forces to enforce state or local laws. The National Guard was exempt from the prohibition and thus able to enforce laws in its own state. The Coast Guard was exempt because of its maritime police power. As it turned out, Governor Blanco did indeed use the National Guard to police New Orleans after the storms.

			The post-Katrina intergovernmental intrigue and corruption outlined by Horne and van Heerden read like a grade-B mystery novel. Few players come out looking good, with some notable exceptions: the Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries deploying its flotilla of boats, the Coast Guard pulling people off rooftops in helicopters, and most important, the random citizens in real or makeshift boats picking up anyone they could find in distress. They didn’t wait for Brown’s authorization. The TV images of those helicopters pulling people off rooftops were the most dramatic ones of all. Fortunately, none of the real rescuers sought FEMA’s permission—which probably would have been denied, in any case.

			Peter Dreier, chair of the Urban & Environmental Policy Department at Occidental College, noted: “[W]hile government emergency planners scrambled to get relief to stricken communities, the USS Bataan—an 844-foot ship with 1,200 sailors, helicopters, doctors, hospital beds for 600 patients, six operating rooms, food and water—was cruising in the Gulf of Mexico, awaiting relief orders.”17

			And then there were all those politically well-connected contractors who would get choice assignments, fulfilling them with infinitely less efficiency than experienced locals and at great expense, as will be outlined later. The Katrina recovery demolishes the oft-repeated myth that private industry can do things better than government. When they did it better, the price was (and is) unconscionably high.

			From a distance, the aftermath of the storm was as dramatic as it was incomprehensible. For those on the outside, the pain can never fully be comprehended. As Horne noted:

			For those not caught in the maelstrom, it could be difficult to grasp just how uniquely appalling the first week was in New Orleans. No American city of comparable size had seen anything remotely like it since the San Francisco earthquake of 1906. The terror attacks on NY had been confined to Lower Manhattan. A day after Katrina, four-fifths of New Orleans was underwater, four times [Hurricane] Betsy’s floodplain [1965], an area seven times as big as all of Manhattan. And the wretched masses huddled at the Superdome and the convention center were only the visible part of a ghost city of homeless New Orleanians—perhaps a quarter of a million in number—now scattered across the nation.18

			The strongest thread in the whole disaster-and-recovery story was the old-fashioned volunteerism evident at every stage—the barn-raising instinct that is so much a part of the American soul, the instinct to help spontaneously and without compensation. This took on an added dimension in the New Orleans story because strangers overcame historic prejudices of race, class, and gender and simply did what needed to be done. The number of volunteers probably exceeds any other effort historically, and people are still coming to help even now. Horne describes this volunteer effort vividly:

			Fortunately, as FEMA brass dithered and dined well, an armada of small craft had begun fanning out over the flooded city. . . . An informal flotilla estimated at 300 craft would work Katrina’s aftermath in New Orleans. . . . No one told the self-appointed captains to mass on the edges of the flooded city and launch their boats. No one had to. In a culture built on fishing and intimately familiar with hurricanes, no one needed to say a word. There was a sense of duty in responding to a flood.19

			Just imagine: All those outdoorsmen and -women of every possible background and occupation dropped everything and figured out how to get their small boats to the places they were needed on the Monday after Katrina, whereas the federal government took until Wednesday to organize the feeblest of rescue efforts and the Red Cross refused to come into the city at all. Wednesday was when Defense Secretary Rumsfeld set up a Katrina Task Force to start the ball rolling. On the same day, FEMA suspended boat operations based on the false notion that the city was too dangerous to enter. That night, for the same erroneous reason, Mayor Nagin ordered city police to stop search efforts and focus on law enforcement instead. How many more would have died without those citizen-heroes is too hard to imagine.

			• • •

			New Orleanians started saving themselves and their city during Katrina and before any level of government officially lent a hand—and they haven’t stopped since. These “civic leaders,” in fact, are what this book is really about. To this day, they are overcoming government policies and prejudices at all levels, forcing government agencies to do the right thing, organizing new community-based groups, challenging questionable public and private efforts (some successfully, others not), forging new paths to recovery, and illustrating once again that bottom-up, resident-led efforts are the most effective and enduring way to regenerate cities. Their recovery story comprises not just the small victories that added up to big, productive change but also the big failures that made their lives so difficult, and still do. This book is about both the victories and the failures.

			This book does not dwell on the many evacuees who did not return. There were those who were unable to get sufficient insurance and enough federal Road Home20 money to rebuild because the value of their home was based on its pre-Katrina assessment (good for owners with supplemental savings) rather than on its rebuilding cost (bad for those without additional funds). Many injustices derive from this first one. No one could have rebuilt for the amount that his or her home was valued before Katrina. There were those who found jobs elsewhere, paying better than the minimum-­wage jobs that New Orleans ever offered. There were those who found neighborhoods and schools elsewhere that were safer and more functional for their children. There were the elderly and infirm who died under the stress of the experience, or who feared returning without access to their church or to the healthcare previously available at Charity Hospital. There were the 5,100 or more public housing tenants21 whose solidly built projects from the 1930s and ’40s were undamaged or minimally damaged but demolished nevertheless. There were those with special-needs children not accommodated by the restructured charter school system. And, finally, there were those who resettled near relatives and found a stable life and new social networks. 

			Many reasons explain why some residents didn’t come back. But the more interesting story is about the people who did and their extraordinary individual and collective efforts to rebuild. The official insensitivity, the bureaucratic impediments, the government paralysis, and the blatant inequities could easily have defeated the faint of heart. But not the people who populate this book.

			Their story could begin anywhere. I choose to start it in the Lower Ninth Ward, which was little known before Katrina, and much misunderstood, but fascinating in its own right. The story of the Lower Ninth Ward, three long miles from the French Quarter in the city’s most downriver corner, is just part of the larger narrative, but it is a good place to begin. Katrina put the Lower Nine in the spotlight, “rocketing it from local obscurity to worldwide infamy as the most beleaguered urban neighborhood in the world’s wealthiest nation.”22

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The Lower Ninth Ward

			Out on Deslonde Street,

			Life rolled by like a great slow-moving wheel

			I knew every pebble, every Live Oak tree

			Everything I could see and feel

			Life across the canal was heaven for folks from the country,

			Lots were jungly, big enough for chickens

			Pigs, goats and horses, big enough for wishing

			Neighbors knew each other so well

			We’d talk on the porch without speaking,

			Take care of our families, make church when you can,

			Cash our paychecks on the weekend

			We were fine, fine in the Lower Nine

			Let ’dem Creoles in the city dress up and parade in the street,

			We were fine, fine in the Lower Nine

			It’s a ten acre world and it’s enough world for me

			When the banana boat would roll in

			The whole block smelled so sweet

			Banana bread pudding, banana cream pie

			Fried bananas at breakfast, bananas ’til you cry

			Sittin’ around the kitchen table

			It’s all shoulders and elbows and kicks

			Okra, corn and tomatoes and biscuits this high,

			And “Gimme that, fool, get your own damn grits!”

			We were fine, fine in the Lower Nine

			Oyster shells crushing under bare feet

			We were fine, fine in the Lower Nine

			Wasting away a summer day wit’ my best buddy, Pete

			Cousins, they’d show up from Thibodaux

			Looking for a better life in the city

			Talking in plantation accents ’bout that alligator

			Long as Cadillacs and not as near pretty

			Everybody shouting and laughing

			’Til mama shuts ’em up by snapping

			When I die, do not bring me back to that place

			We were fine, fine in the Lower Nine

			Hey! Good morning Mr. Butler, Miss Pie

			How ’bout ’dis heat?

			Oh, we were fine, fine in the Lower Nine,

			Here in our Blue Heaven down on Deslonde Street

			Here in our Blue Heaven down on Deslonde Street

			Here in our Blue Heaven down on Deslonde Street

			—Paul Sanchez and Colman DeKay, “Fine in the Lower Nine”1

			No New Orleans neighborhood was more devastated by the hurricanes of 2005 than the Lower Ninth Ward.2 None was more wiped clean of homes or had so many houses transported off their foundation, relocated blocks away. The northwestern flank of the district was damaged worst of all; it was here that the levee failed and a two-hundred-foot barge came through, landing on top of a yellow school bus and creating a surge of brutal force. Driveways and foundations were all that remained of many houses. Sporadic three-tiered concrete entrance steps and staircases to nowhere gave eerie testimony to what had been. Random segments of wrought-iron fence remained standing. People were stranded on rooftops. Gasoline and sewage fouled the water, and a toxic gumbo covered the neighborhood for weeks.3 Anyone who drove around the Lower Nine right after Katrina could be forgiven for thinking that the situation was hopeless. The visuals were stunning and the TV crews could not get enough of the scorched-earth environment.

			Before the storms, the Lower Nine was the poster child for the city’s most challenging ills, or so most reporters thought. ­Central- and mid-city neighborhoods could have better served that purpose, but they didn’t offer the same visual tableau. “Poverty-­stricken,” “crime-ridden,” and “way below sea level” were the totally erroneous impressions that most audiences were given. “An unsalvageable wasteland.” TV reports set the tone for the world after the storms, obscuring the true picture of a relatively stable, socially and economically significant multigenerational community of low- and modest-income people. In other words, a working-­class community with a roughly 60 percent homeownership rate,4 the highest rate in the city.5 The Lower Nine had poorly staffed and underfunded schools, no free-standing library, only two fire stations and no police precinct, meager bus service, no health facilities nor any supermarket, and surely no banks. Not that all other neighborhoods had what was missing here, but in its totality, the Lower Nine probably had the least. Given its separation from the rest of the city by the Industrial Canal and the drawbridges over it, the Lower Nine felt the absence of basic services more acutely. The sense of psychological and physical separation was intense.

			It is important to note that, while the Industrial Canal is what separates the Lower Nine from the rest of the city, walling off low-income neighborhoods was a common pattern in American cities. Too often, Urban Renewal wiped out such neighborhoods, or highways isolated what remnants were spared. Highly functional downtown business and residential districts owned by and serving black urban America were once commonplace. Remnants are now hard to find. Claiborne Avenue, before the I-10 destroyed it, was just such a place—a magnificent one at that, lined with a double allée of Live Oaks that covered two miles of neutral ground. Urban Renewal, in fact, destroyed black urban America. Every city once had stable residential neighborhoods and a black commercial district where residents could own businesses, buy insurance, bank, and shop—all the things denied them by white institutions. Those locations were the first to be targeted by Urban Renewal and highway building, the easiest politically to destroy. Just go to the Martin Luther King Boulevard in any city and you will likely find a public housing project, a highway, or, even worse, an emptiness that testifies to promises broken. Being separated by water makes the Lower Nine unusual, if not unique, but only in terms of the source of separation, not the separation itself.

			The storms exposed certain long-standing conditions in the economically and socially divided city of New Orleans. These dysfunctional inequities are present in many American cities. In New Orleans, they are simply exaggerated—and then exaggerated even more in the Lower Nine. The Lower Nine had its fair share of blight, abandoned properties, and drug dealing even before the storms. But it was by no means an impoverished wasteland.

			Media attention was directed to the Industrial Canal, but the significant harm caused by the Mississippi River Gulf Outlet (MR-GO), dug as a shipping channel, should not be minimized. Katrina’s first surge sent massive amounts of water through MR-GO and into the Industrial Canal, flooding St. Bernard Parish, adjacent to the Lower Nine, with ten feet of water.6 The impact did not immediately reach the Lower Nine coming in from St. Bernard Parish, and when it did, it was not severe. In fact, the water started receding quickly. The catastrophic breach of the Industrial Canal levee came twenty-four hours after the first surge from St. Bernard entered the Lower Nine. The time delay is significant, since many residents of the Lower Nine thought the worst was over. That might have remained the case had the levee not failed.

			For years, the Corps assured the people of New Orleans that they were safe. It was not true.7 “The overtopping would have been minor without the breach,” according to Ivor van Heerden, a world-renowned hurricane specialist and the deputy director of the Louisiana State University (LSU) Hurricane Center during the time of the storm. It was the levee failure where the barge came through, not the hurricane per se, that drowned the Lower Nine. The barge broke loose in the MR-GO during Katrina, entered the Industrial Canal, and then burst through the breach. Van Heerden’s post-Katrina investigation into the levee failures found that several of the fifty-three breaches around the city were probably due to both poor engineering and shoddy construction of the levees by the Army Corps of Engineers.

			On the land side of the levee breach, nothing was left that could testify that this predominantly black community had a strength and deep roots that would be the envy of low-income communities in many cities. Richard Campanella, a geographer at the Tulane School of Architecture, noted:

			By no means was the Lower Ninth Ward the poorest or lowest-­lying neighborhood of the entire city. It actually boasted a higher home-ownership rate than the city as a whole, and its lowest-lying areas (four feet below sea level) lay three to four feet above the lowest zones of Lakeview and Gentilly, and eight feet higher than the lowest spots in New Orleans East. . . . Isolated from public view, dismissed by the historical and architectural community, and plagued by the same social ills found throughout inner-city America, the rear sections [north] of the Lower Ninth Ward seemed like a world unto itself—cherished by residents, avoided by everyone else.8

			The Lower Ninth Ward is divided into two distinct areas: the older, southern half along the Mississippi River, known as Holy Cross, and the northern half where the barge broke through, essentially north of Claiborne Avenue, and referred to only as the Lower Ninth Ward. The two areas are quite different.

			Holy Cross was named after a distinguished Catholic school that trained many blacks and whites who went into the priesthood.9 The school was built in 1895 near the river’s wharves. The area, a locally designated historic district, was originally a series of plantations fronting on the river and stretching north in long fan-shaped formations. These narrow strips gave everyone equitable access to both the river shipping area and the fertile land stretching back behind the natural levees to marshes, unsuitable for farming. Here, close to the river, the ground is higher than in the area north of Claiborne. German and Irish immigrants as well as African-Americans settled in Holy Cross. By 1900, a number of Holy Cross small farms were providing produce, poultry, and dairy products to New Orleans markets.

			North of Claiborne was the last of the two-square-mile district to have been developed. After World War II, the new riverfront industries drew new people, black and white, to be freight handlers, mechanics, and banana boat workers and to fill other blue-collar jobs. Basic city services were extended as industry expanded. Suburban-style houses and traditional “shotguns” were built for first-time home buyers; these structures were in close proximity to one another and comfortably dense. Many residents built their own homes. Simplicity dominated. They built for their needs, not for style.

			Today, the community is a mixture of finely crafted shotgun houses and bungalows, mixed in with nondescript brick homes and the occasional larger Victorian house. Many of the brick ranch-style homes started out as wood-framed structures. In the 1950s, brick was considered stylish and practical as well as sturdy; wood, by contrast, takes a beating in the hot sun and needs more maintenance. Thus, many homeowners bricked over the wood and, in the process, improved their houses’ insulation, strength, and appearance. Many bricklayers lived in this neighborhood and worked on their own homes, in addition to others.

			The classic shotgun style dominates. Long and narrow, with its front oriented to the street, the shotgun can be either bare-bones architecture or highly ornamented. Either way, it provides an excellent example of how to make the most of limited space: no hallways, no wasted room. Shotguns are built with the natural environment in mind; they are all about ventilation, passive cooling, large windows, and shutters to let air in and keep the hot sun out—a truly place-specific design.

			Two of the city’s most spectacular historic houses are in Holy Cross: the turn-of-the-century, three-story captain’s houses right at the Mississippi River behind the natural levee. They are an anomaly in the city. Heavily ornamented with brackets, spindles, and all manner of gingerbread, these splendid survivors are guaranteed to surprise and delight any visitor. Shockingly, they were included on the city’s early list of demolition targets put together for FEMA by the Shaw Group, the private contractor hired to survey house conditions after the storm. Soon after Katrina, when so-called inspectors were assigned by Shaw to survey the damage condition of all houses in New Orleans, it was revealed that these individuals were nothing more than a ragtag group of seemingly random people—a hairdresser, pizza delivery man, and pet groomer were among them—with no professional construction or engineering expertise. Individual property owners and various groups had to fight against their demolition lists. Astonishingly, those lists are still in use today.10

			While exploring the history of the Lower Nine, the image of the Live Oak comes to mind. A rich community grew here—rich in roots, family history, connections, networks, proximity to relatives and lifelong friends. “Everyone knows everyone,” many residents told me. In order to understand neighborhood and community—not as developers purport to build them, or planners to map them, or architects to design them, or politicians to campaign in them—one need only meet the residents of the Lower Ninth Ward and travel its web of streets. These qualities are in fact shared by a stunning number of New Orleans neighborhoods, but they weren’t spotlighted by the mainstream media during Katrina.

			This was not the “poverty-stricken” Lower Ninth Ward depicted by public officials and TV commentators. Modest income, yes. Minimum-wage jobs, yes. But even the latter descriptions are too simplified. Chefs from the French Quarter, teachers, carpenters, mechanics, seamstresses, shopkeepers, dockworkers, restaurant and hotel workers, Harrah’s casino employees, and civil servants—these are just some of the professionals who made up this working-class neighborhood. The Lower Nine is the area where many New Orleans musicians learned their art from an early age, and where music remains as much a part of daily sustenance as the legendary cuisine. Fats Domino came from the Lower Ninth Ward and returned after the hurricanes to his renovated modest yellow-and-black house. Trumpeter Kermit Ruffin and many other jazz notables got their start here as well. Significantly, 40–45 percent of the pre-Katrina population in the Lower Nine were retired seniors, accounting statistically for the large below-poverty-line number often cited by the press.11

			After Katrina, not all of the Lower Nine looked as deserted and dismal as the vicinity of the levee breach. Further east and away from the breach but still north of Claiborne, occasional houses survived, flooded but still in their rightful place. A mix of surviving modest clapboard shotguns and newer brick ranch-style houses provided a hint of what had filled the neighborhood before the storm.

			• • •

			Josephine Short Butler, a slight, soft-spoken woman of eighty-nine with close-cropped hair, was one of the first residents to move back into a rebuilt house in the Lower Nine. When I asked her in 2011 if she was concerned about returning to a deserted neighborhood, Josephine chuckled, leaned forward, and said: “Honey, when we moved here in 1948, there was nobody. It was farmland.” Mud and oyster shells served as street pavement, and everything from the church to the closest bus stop was at least a forty-five-minute walk away. Returning after Katrina was a little like the old days, she added with a smile. She never doubted for a minute that she would be back and that others would follow. At the time of our conversation in 2011, neighbors were already beginning to return to this thinly populated area.

			Josephine’s daughter, Chirrie Butler Harris, came too, moving in to live with her mother as she had before the storm. Next door was Josephine’s close friend and neighbor of twenty-five years, Gwendolyn Guice. It was a package deal, two houses built with the help of LSU architects and ACORN Housing12 and against official city policy that wanted no rebuilding in this neighborhood. Students helped design and build the houses, volunteers from Covenant House—a crisis center for homeless youth—also helped, and a church provided the landscaping. Financing came from a California bank. Loans were repaid with insurance and Road Home funds. Both solid pine houses sit elevated, five feet off the ground, on the same quarter-acre lot that the destroyed homes were on. Part of the rebuilding package, too, was help with the renovation of the brick ranch-style homes of Josephine’s two granddaughters, Tanya and Tracy Harris, around the corner.

			I had met Tracy Harris during my first visit after Katrina in 2005. Later, we continued to communicate via e-mail. The frustration and anguish she was experiencing reflected those of her neighbors. On November 2, she wrote:

			Now, almost nine weeks since Katrina, residents in Lakeview are able to go in to clean up, assess damage and meet at their locations with adjusters to settle claims but the Lower Nine residents are barricaded out of their community and met by M-16 toting National Guardsmen, who tell them and their adjusters that they must go on a bus tour, with no getting off by threat of imprisonment? Insurance adjusters are not able to assess property damage for this single section of the city. How are residents able to rebuild in this manner? How can a fair, accurate or proper inspection be completed by way of a drive-by photo session?

			By October 5 of that year, most Orleanians were allowed back into their neighborhoods, but not those in the Lower Nine, allegedly due to lack of utilities and running water. By mid-­October, the Army Corps of Engineers had pumped the last water out of the whole city. It was not so much the flooding that decimated the houses but the mold and rot. Within three weeks of the storms, most of the Lower Nine was dry. It took another three weeks to completely remove the remaining water. But residents were not allowed to move back or even clean out until January, four months after Katrina, the last neighborhood allowed to open. By then, mold and rot had done the job. Holy Cross was dry within days of the flood but suffered the same fate as the rest of the Lower Nine. No wonder the world thought this was the end of the Lower Ninth Ward. The destruction from the storm was beyond calculation. Many wondered how or even whether the legendary city itself could recover. Few thought the Lower Nine would—except the people who lived there.

			If there was one thing most of the estimated pre-Katrina 19,50013 Lower Nine residents had in common, it was a commitment to place and a determination to return. People have been coming back slowly, despite impediments at every level of government. One drive-through is not sufficient: only visit after visit do the small signs of new life become visible.

			North of Claiborne, Josephine’s neighborhood, has been steeped in mythology from its earliest development. Far removed from the city’s core, it has long been both out of sight and out of mind. “It was not a place that many black people knew about,” explained Tanya Harris. “It was remote and somewhat mysterious.” There was just one bus per day from downtown. The two drawbridges contributed a feeling of separateness, even isolation. “A different feeling from the rest of the city,” one longtime resident told me. “It was full of large lots, where you could raise your kids and grow a garden.”

			The Lower Nine appealed to those families who had come from the strawberry, sugar cane, and cotton regions of the South looking not only for better job opportunities but for a chance to own land, build a house, and become independent from the uncertainty of crop yields. This included Josephine’s family, the Butler/Harris clan. Many transplants, like Cherry Butler—Josephine’s husband—stayed in rooming houses in Central City or Uptown when they first arrived in the 1940s. They moved to the Lower Nine to buy land and build a house. The building was a collective family effort. They built in close proximity to each other, which accounts for the large number of family clusters. The first generation of the family to come, like many African-American transplants, did so not just for the promise of better job opportunities but also to live in a less treacherously segregated city.

			Freedom in New Orleans was a world of difference compared to other areas of the South. Discrimination here was severe, to be sure, but less harsh than in either Central Louisiana or Mississippi, where life as a sharecropper was one step above slavery and full of unpredictable and dangerous risks.

			Cherry Butler was the first in his extended family to own land and build a house, initially for his mother and then for himself and Josephine. The landscape was reminiscent of the rural Louisiana country life that Cherry had left behind—a combination of woods and openness that allowed him to raise pigs, chickens, horses, and dogs while still working a regular job. The crushed oyster shell streets were soft on bare feet. Life was simple and revolved around work, family, porch visits, and church. Neighbors watched out for neighbors. The Lower Nine continued to grow throughout the 1950s as job opportunities on the river and in factories increased.

			“Everyone had a second job,” said Tanya. “Supplementing one’s income was critical.” Eventually, the open land gave Cherry the opportunity to raise beagles, train them for hunting, and then sell them. He also planted a sizable garden. A bountiful harvest followed—collard greens, okra, turnips, tomatoes, broccoli, green beans, chickens, rabbits, and more. “He grew things meant for everybody, neighbors, relatives, whoever needed anything,” Tanya told me. “People would come by, wave their bag, and head to the garden to take what they needed.”

			Architect Andrés Duany called this pattern of building for your own family “self-building.” With the professionalism of the building process, he observed, came the requirements—actually, hurdles that included drawings, permitting, contractors, and inspections. Under the self-building system, family members built for each other with, as Duany noted, “small builders paid in cash or by barter. Most of these simple, pleasant houses were paid off. They had to be because they do not meet any sort of code and are therefore not mortgageable by standards.”14 By keeping construction costs low and not taking on debt to build, residents had the free time to focus on sociability, creative cooking, playing or listening to music, and telling stories. Duany called for this “lifestyle choice” to be protected:

			Somehow there must be a process whereupon people can build simple, functional houses for themselves, either by themselves or by barter with professionals. There must be free house designs that can be built in stages and do not require an architect, complicated permits, or inspections; there must be common-sense technical standards. Without this there will be the pall of debt for everyone. . . . 

			For three centuries Americans built for themselves. They built well enough, so long as it was theirs. Individual responsibility could be trusted. We must return to this as an option. Of course, this is not for everybody. There are plenty of people in New Orleans who follow the conventional American eight-hour workday. But the culture of this city does not flow from them; they may provide the backbone of New ­Orleans but not its heart.15

			Throughout the twentieth century, the Lower Nine remained distinct from the rest of the city. It was a different culture: residents were slow to give up their “country” ways. This was an area not frequently visited by people on the downtown side of the canal, except through invitations from family members. This remains true today. So the Lower Nine’s separateness and somewhat mysterious aura endured. Hurricane Katrina caused the myths to mushroom. The most exaggerated of these emerged while water still covered the area in 2005. The phenomenon of people stranded on rooftops was simplistically attributed to poverty and the lack of car ownership by the mainstream media. “Ridiculous,” observes Tanya. “If you drive around the community and see every house with a driveway that costs between $2,000 to $4,000 to create, you would understand, of course, that many people had cars. But people waited too long to leave. There was real apathy about hurricanes. People evacuated for prior hurricanes, went to Florida for three days, spent $500 they didn’t have, lost income from work they couldn’t afford, and came home to find nothing wrong with their house. No. Many people just didn’t believe it would be bad.”

			Tanya and her family left, as did many. The stranded ones hadn’t gone before the levee broke. When that cascade of water came, it was too late, even for those with cars. Distrust of the power structure was common in the Lower Nine and not without reason, as will be illustrated throughout this book. Thus, official warnings were met with skepticism.

			Leaving for any reason would have been difficult for many in this community. People felt very protective of the property they owned. They belonged to those houses as much as the houses belonged to them. As with many Americans, it was their only investment, a standard way to build equity. When everything they own is tied up in real estate and the community, residents tend not to evacuate easily and leave that property unprotected.

			The pre-Katrina population of the neighborhood defies categorization. Consider, for example, the demographics of Tracy’s block, which she described in an e-mail:

			House 1 and 2 are rentals

			House 3, owner occupied by a hospital security officer and her husband, a truck driver

			House 4, owner occupied by a daycare facility owner and her husband, a city maintenance supervisor

			House 5, owner occupied by a special education teacher with a master’s degree

			House 6, owner occupied by a New Orleans Water Board employee with her husband, a limo driver

			House 7, owner occupied by me, a gift shop/coffee shop owner and my husband, certified in Culinary Arts, who works for Chef Emeril Lagasse as a Sous Chef

			House 8, owner occupied by my sister, Tanya

			House 9, owner occupied by a retired, disabled college music professor whose brother is Larry Lundy, the owner of all the Southeastern Louisiana Pizza Hut restaurants

			House 10, owner occupied by a mail carrier and his wife, an accountant

			The next block, she said, was equally varied: nurses, mechanics, retirees, truck drivers, police officers, firefighters, teachers, and so on. And, she pointed out, the 40 percent retired population matches the percentage that CNN was saying during storm coverage is “unemployed, not seeking employment, and has no desire to seek employment.” She noted that her grandmother lives mortgage-free on her late husband’s International Longshoremen’s Association (ILA) Local pension, Social Security, and Medicare, totaling $1,000 per month. She added:

			Technically, she is indeed below the poverty line in America. Really, she only spends $250 a month on food, utilities, cable, and meds. That means she is saving 75 percent of her monthly income. I don’t know about you, Ms. Gratz, but I don’t get to keep 75 percent of my monthly income. She is representative of what the retired population in the Lower Nine is all about. Retired teachers, retired mail carriers, retired longshoremen, retired nurses, and retired service industry workers all completely content to enjoy their remaining lives as they so choose.

			Measuring society by statistics obscures life as it is lived. Thus, while the statistics reported on TV or in newspapers post-Katrina may have been accurate, the inferences drawn from them could be complete lies. (As British prime minister Disraeli quipped: “There are three kinds of lies: lies, damned lies, and statistics.”)16 In many instances, the discrepancy between Lower Nine city planners’ perceptions and local realities did not change their planning strategies. Poverty needs to be understood in all its nuances, not just as a percentage of the populace. “We never got a sense we were living in poverty,” Tanya said when talking about her frustration over hearing all the experts debate what should happen to the “impoverished” Lower Nine. “We had lawyers, civil servants, and other professionals living here,” she pointed out.

			The call for “economic integration,” so prevalent after Katrina, seemed to be code words for redeveloping targeted neighborhoods and the public housing projects. “We already had economically and racially mixed neighborhoods,” Tanya added with an edge in her voice. “Some of us can afford to leave for higher-­income districts but choose to stay because we are so connected to our community. If we didn’t have confidence in the neighborhood’s rebirth, we’d leave. We all have family living here, too.” Tanya and other Orleanians proudly cite the integrated nature of many neighborhoods. “You can go two or three blocks away from the upscale homes on Saint Charles Avenue, owned mostly by rich white people,” Tanya observes, “and you’ll find low-income families of different races living nearby and side-by-side.” This diversity is proudly noted by white residents of the city as well. “Three blocks from Saint Charles Avenue is the hood,” an Uptown resident observed.

			This characteristic, historians note, is a legacy of slavery, whereby slaves, servants, and free people of color lived in the smaller houses near the mansions where they worked. Some even owned their own homes. Michael Eric Dyson describes “bustling ethnic and racial interactions—driven in part by the unique ‘backyard’ patterns, where blacks and whites lived near each other, a practice that had its roots in slavery.”17 From its earliest beginnings, New Orleans had a diverse population of French, Native American, African, and Spanish families. “American’s first genuinely multi-cultural metropolis,” Richard Campanella called it.18 Partly because Louisiana surrendered early in the Civil War and sustained little damage, many of New Orleans’s patterns of life, already set, endured. The population mixture of the Lower Ninth Ward is clearly one such pattern.

			• • •

			Residents of the Lower Nine were rescuing themselves and each other from the minute the levee breached. They didn’t stop when the water was gone. For example, since no school here was designated to reopen, members of the community cleaned out and reopened Martin Luther King School on their own. Structurally sound houses were “red tagged,” targeted for demolition (green meant habitable, yellow questionable) without even proper notice given to the owners. This was a citywide problem, but residents here saw it as more evidence of city leadership not wanting them back. “Because we were always isolated as a community,” noted writer, activist, and educator Kalamu Ya Salaam, who was raised in Holy Cross, “we had a strong sense of making things happen for ourselves and for helping one another. It was automatic. My father would stop and give rides to people, white or black. He didn’t have to know them. It was just part of who we were.” Kalamu is a tall, strong-looking man with a speckled gray beard and high forehead. We talked over cups of coffee at Rose Nicaud Café in the Marigny, a stone’s throw from the French Quarter. This legendary coffee shop is named after a slave woman who in the early 1800s was the first known coffee vender in New Orleans and started the first public coffeehouse in the French Market.

			Kalamu’s father served as a medic in World War II and the Korean War but was refused a job at the VA Hospital in New Or­leans as a lab technician after he returned to the States. He spent years writing letters to various officials and was eventually hired but never promoted. “My father was a country boy who taught us to grow food so we would never be hungry,” said Kalamu, whose name means “pen of peace” in Swahili. “We kept the block clean, not just the house, and many family members lived nearby.” “This is the largest nativist city in the US,” he added, observing that it is difficult for outsiders to understand the depth of family roots here. In fact, Louisiana is one of the top three states from which people do not leave.19

			Holy Cross and the whole Lower Nine, Kalamu pointed out, were always self-sufficient in ways that avoided dependency on the larger city. Like many neighborhoods, he said, “we had pharmacies, theaters, doctor’s offices, lots of churches, all kinds of stores.” This pattern, of course, was true of other neighborhoods in New Orleans and those across the country where segregation limited access to white-owned stores, entertainment venues, and services. But the Lower Nine’s self-sufficiency was particularly significant, considering its physical separation.

			Neglect by the city government was notorious; the Lower Nine was always the last to receive city services, if they were received at all, Kalamu said. Denial by government of community services and infrastructure, utilities, transit, police officers, fire fighters, and similar necessities is no different from the redlining of that same neighborhood by banks and insurance companies: both result in the undermining of home values and quality of life, making stability difficult.

			Kalamu pointed to post-Katrina federal and local funding that was meant for this community but eventually shifted and was spent elsewhere in the city. In January 2013, for example, City Hall announced the completion of twenty-five capital projects worth $60 million and the beginning of another twenty-seven projects with a total value of $87 million. Of those completed projects, $2,581,198 was spent in the Lower Nine and $12,460,039 in Algiers on the West Bank across from the French Quarter.20 Algiers did not flood during Katrina but nevertheless gained a beautiful new library and a new school through the efforts of former city councilwoman Jackie Clarkson. The Lower Nine didn’t get a high school until 2014. “We’re always last on the list whenever the feds send money to New Orleans, and by the time our chance comes, the money is gone, spent elsewhere,” said Reverend Gilbert Scie of the Greater Little Zion MB Church in Holy Cross.

			Yet, through all its hard luck, the Lower Nine maintained the largest homeownership rate in the city—owing, most likely, to the large number of family-built homes still lived in by descendants. If, as often stated, homeownership is a sign of stability, the time is long overdue to officially revalue the Lower Ninth Ward.

			When it became clear that committed Lower Nine residents were determined to rebuild regardless of the judgment and warnings of experts and at a pace their financial capacity would allow, government finally responded. In 2012, a defunct sports field at the northern edge was rebuilt by the city and a basketball court with night lights, tennis courts, and ball fields were built with combined funds from a Community Block Grant, disaster relief, and FEMA. In 2013, eight years after Katrina, a new fire station was built (combining the two that were there before the storm) as was a replacement for the Sanchez Community Center and pool. Some streets had been repaved, particularly the ones intended for trucks leading to the Mississippi River wharfs.

			These changes have occurred slowly, in pockets. I loved taking visitors to a four-block stretch at the eastern edge, bordering Jackson Barracks. House after red brick ranch-style house with lovely planted yards and cars in the driveways made it hard to believe that the disaster had happened. Scattered elsewhere were pockets of two, three, four rebuilt houses, leading me to conclude that family networks had rebuilt together—just as Josephine Butler wasn’t coming back without her neighbor and friend next door and her granddaughters on the next block. Even a few speculator-­built shotgun houses appeared, many of them rental properties. Plenty of overgrown brush and land returning to the wild were visible as well, giving the area an almost rural look.

			To an outsider, conditions may still look bleak at best and hopeless at worst in the Lower Ninth Ward. But even the first-time visitor can’t help but recognize the home-building energy and gradual renewal unfolding in this community. Fifty blocks from downtown and a total mindset away, the Lower Nine—even with new tax-paying households, solar roofs, and kids playing—to the uninitiated can still undoubtedly appear to be on the edge of hopelessness. That is a mistaken conclusion. Only by observing the Lower Nine over many years—nine, in my case—and seeing new structures during every visit, with construction always happening somewhere in the neighborhood, only then does one appreciate the gradual but steady progress of a community that continuously defies expectations.
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