NOLA REFLECTIONS: The complete series

Thanks to Najee, the SEEDS intern from De La Salle High School, for helping me transcribe these journal entries. Our apologies for any errors. 

~How could you describe this week to who will never come here?

~Why do you think it is important to do this work?

~What did you learn about this place, this work, & your self while you were there?

~What do you want Reed to know about our week here?

· What is important to remember about all this work in New Orleans is that however difficult it may have been to get down there to help, we were able to go and volunteer, we were in New Orleans, while owners, renters, and residents can not come back. The problem is of finances, housing, and transportation (with public transportation running only half its routes) make it impossible for these New Orleanians to return home, which leaves it to us as volunteers to go in, enter these peoples homes, as they entrust to us their most private lives and personal possessions that they would, under any normal conditions never share with us, and pile the entire material contents of their lives and generations of their families before them onto the side walk and spilling it out into the road. The uncaring destruction not only of these family possessions but their privacy that results from the lack of maintenance of the cities levies and drains seems not merely irresponsible, but a genuine crime. More impressive even that this tragedy, though, is the energy and resilience of the residents who despite this still welcome us warmly and freely into their home.

· I tried not to let myself expect anything before coming to NO. But the media’s coverage made that quite hard. Conditions in the ninth ward worse than I imagined. Gutting houses was harder physically – or rather, emotionally- than anything I’ve done before. At the beginning of the week I was overwhelmed. Now at the end, I’m exhausted. There’s so much work to be done. Common Ground seems to be the most consisted presence in the ninth ward, the communities that are in greatest need. Direct service, a week of action, is what I can contribute at this time in my life. How could I ignore my fellow citizens and bask behind a veil of ignorance when SEEDS offered me this amazing opportunity to make a difference? It’s the starfish on the beach story. We met Mr. Favaroth, the owner of the home we gutted, horrifying start to empty finish, who was born in that house or lived there his whole life. Now he’s on his way to going home. Hearing the stories of locals gives the tragedy a reality and a face it hasn’t had before.

· At first being in New Orleans made me angry. Angry that after a year, not much has changed and people’s lives are perpetually being ruined. That anger is still with me but after a week of being at Common Ground, optimism has risen as well. Gutting houses, as hard as it is, provides a feeling of accomplishment. I worked on 4 houses this week and finished two knowing we have helped 4 families. Being part of something like this, people doing it themselves really does provide a solidarity, which is key to helping everyone in New Orleans. Hopefully people keep up and provide assistance so the world can see everyone’s struggle and compassion. I’ll miss it here but plan to return many, many, times. 

· If asked about my experience in New Orleans I get a little resentful because even now I have yet to leave the city. I find it difficult to condense everything in one paragraph, a few highlights even one week. I don’t know how to convey this trip to other people in a way that will have any sort of lasting impact on them. Go, look at the pictures on the internet. See the destruction inside the homes and on the streets. You will see what we have seen-the pictures we may have taken will not look different except that you will see a few familiar faces shoveling that destruction into the streets. Further into the streets, for the destruction is everywhere. New Orleans itself can’t contain any more of the tragic stories, the personal spaces cracked open, the everyday objects and treasured possessions merged together in a toxic mess. Who should be telling these stories and who should be hearing them? Nothing is simple- not just black or white, God or government, stranger or native, full or empty, light or dark. New Orleans exemplifies this complexity- it’s not just a matter of hope or destruction. So what can I possibly say? I guess I want to remind others and myself that despite nature and the government and the belief in God of this experience is still human. Whether you are seeing pictures of ruined houses or climbing through them, they are still sacred personal spaces with memories attached to every object. Each object, home, and owner deserves respect and an equal opportunity to be restored. At times, gutting houses felt like finding relics on the Titanic, expecting everything to have strange names and old dates, but then I would remember had happened a year ago...and what a long short time that was. We are all people in this and I think that is important to remember, whether going through someone’s things or hearing a person’s story or praying for the city or making laws and ordinances about property and behavior. This experience is vital to the individual, and yet crucially beyond him or her, to all the people.

· Our generation is often criticized for being directionless and lazy. The second wave of Gen X slackers, we were raised on T.V. and the Internet, learning to expect instant gratification. We watch our MTV, chat on our cell phones, post our blogs, and drift from our menial job to another, without any clear purpose. We go to college or we travel the world, but our wandering is aimless and self-absorbed. These stereotypes are, of course, unfair. Much of our aimlessness stems from a sincere dissatisfaction with the options available to us in an industrialized capitalist society. For whatever reason, America is full of talented, good hearted, and opened minded youth who have no idea what do with their lives. With no attachment to career, and a strong, unfulfilled yearning to make a difference. They are the ideal work force to provide disaster relief. Many of the young people I met at the Common Ground Collective told me that they plan to stay in New Orleans indefinitely. With nothing of substance to return to, they have found a place and purpose. Instead of working in record shops or battling suburban angst, they are doing crucially important work and helping a community abandoned by the government. My experience in New Orleans gave me hope that my generation rage and indignation at our government can serve a useful purpose, rather than condemning us to impotent dissatisfaction. I only wish that young people would stop telling themselves that things will get better (or worse, reveling in pessimism) and take matters into their own hands.  

· I’m not going to bother to explain to people (at Reed) who will never come to New Orleans what the trip was like. It’s not for them to know. Oh, yeah, people’s lives are utterly destroyed and the NOPD and the military police will arrest and detain you, and people in the ninth ward are living in toxins and around violence; that is easy to tell. Gutting is hard but satisfying, also not a problem to explain. But the people there, that live at St. Mary’s, well those are people that I think the average Reed student cant understand unless there is a direct interaction of the two, If there is any understanding, the Reed student would be down in the New Orleans as well. Being in New Orleans is a surreal experience that reminds anyone from Reed how surreal our life is. If more people came down I feel like we’d have a more mature campus.

· Despite the fact I’m new sitting in the airport waiting to board my flight, I still don’t know what to make of this week. I came here without (or at least hardly) any pie-conceived notions. I had absolutely no idea what to expect about the state of affairs in New Orleans or even how my interactions with fellow volunteers or locals would unravel… maybe it was this lack of any mental framework that led to my fluid almost dreamlike experience. The week was a blur of faces,( incredible and inspirational!) Stories decrepit homes, ill maintained roads, and not to mention a concoctions of smells I have never encountered before. Yet all of this wasn’t really a blur at all. I felt I saw everything with such clarity yet the process drawing any sort of conclusion seems to be galaxy of time away. Although the backdrop consisted of a city putting its self painfully back together, what chemistry struck me was the ease people had in simply talking about their lives. The spirit, the energy of the folks (volunteers and locals) was an element no one could ignore, and it’s the vivacity that you know to be crucial in a duty like this and in a situation like this. I find it incredibly comforting to know that despite overwhelming circumstances these individuals who are able to keep their chins up, work through it, and even smile and joke about things. I know it will take a long time for me to tease about my experience in New Orleans but I do know that I’ve been inspired.

· Imagine every terrible thing that can happen to a house and still leave it standing. Amplify it: imagine every terrible thing that can happen to a city. That is New Orleans. Walking wounded. Struggling to keep its collective head above the water, floundering for lack of a hand. That is New Orleans. The people of the gulf coast live with the knowledge that any day in summer a hurricane could blow through and wipe us off the map. We know this; we always have, it was being undercut by the very people we trusted to fall back on that knocked us our feet. We were betrayed. We would not have expected this. We were still in shock. The massive systematic failure of every level of government to accomplish much of anything even given a year’s time is disheartening, almost literally, but there is a port in the storm. The free citizens have risen up in the face of failure of our authorities to fight against “hurricane fatigue” and apathy and nonfunctional government “aid.” We must stand with our fellow Americans and help them stand strong. We must stretch out our hands. We must fight for them and with them for as long as it takes.

· I expected there to be people who needed to rebuild everything. And there were. I mean, we did find houses in a state of chaos a year old. It was like stripping the life of the absent resident out of the home. We threw out pictures where the faces had melted off, and the children’s toys were covered in mud, and the fancy clothes were fused by rust to their hangers. But I kind of expected that. We were told there was devastation there. We’d been able to glimpse the truth of that in the news ourselves. What I wasn’t aware of, or at least hadn’t really acknowledged, were the race and class tensions and the still very tangible presence of fear and desperation. In the best portions of the 9th Ward, where we stayed, one in three houses was dark and silent, still left empty from the flood. More often, whole blocks were dark. And yet, half an hour away up town, it’s as if the flood never happened, the only remnants are a handful of t-shirts in tourist shops mocking FEMA. It’s as though they cleaned up after the storm and just happened to forget the community of poor African-American landowners. The police aren’t trusted and arouse fears of ungrounded arrest. Even fellow community members are cause for worry, as unattended personal passions frequently walk and freshly gutted houses with their segregated piles of personal articles are ripe for theft. This is troubled city that needs every ounce of support of can get to start again.

· I came to New Orleans hoping to obtain a better understanding of the nature and magnitude of the Katrina disaster. I’m not really sure that’s happened. I guess I have a better grasp of what conditions are like today, after living in the Ninth Ward for a week. When we first drive in at night, it was surreal to see block after block of houses with dark windows empty and boarded up; it looked like a ghost neighborhood. Once we started gutting, though, it was easy to forget that people had been having dinner in these houses just a little over a year ago. Carrying out the personal belongings and the family photos forced you to remember that the house was once someone’s home, but even then it was almost like an archaeological dig, distant, despite the fact the that all the calendars were on August 2005. When you stripped the house down to the skeleton there wasn’t anything much left to remind of you the occupants. That’s why it was good to meet the August Favaroth, the owner of the first house we gutted.  It’s still hard to imagine that this was a living neighborhood until last fall. The lot on the opposite corner of Mr. Favaroth’s, which he said used to be full of people congregating, was empty and overgrown. Walking around we saw a few people talking on front porches, a couple of girls playing in the street, which just highlighted how dead quiet everything else was. One of Mr. Favaroth’s calendars’ August page had a quotation: “In life, every end is a beginning,” but I am not sure the 9th ward is the best example. There are a few people around, a few trailers, a few houses getting refinished, but the most part, everything’s just frozen. I hope it doesn’t all get demolished.

· “ They left us here to die.” This is the most unfortunate and most common sentiment of Katrina survivors I found it on the 3rd floor of St. Mary’s. Everyone says that Katrina made them rethink the things they take for granted. Everyone says that Katrina is an unfortunate tragedy that worsened up recurring social issues. I think that Katrina revealed the inconsistencies and loneliness that people felt when the nation abandoned them because of Katrina fatigue. But it also revealed some hope. The fact that 12 of us come down, with so many other schools with people dedicated to reviving the community for NOLA, from hippies to Catholic charities, it showed hope. The commitment is astounding and the willpower of people stripped of so many things is inspiring. The church we went to, didn’t focus so much on what was wrong but gave faith to God in pressuring what was right and holding so much hope for what can be. That is also a Katrina effect. Though only 50% of the city has returned and there is much more to do to make this city livable now and the future, it is not without hope and enthusiasm that these people will continue. And it is up to us, no matter how few we are or little were able to give, we can not abandoned any survivor and let them feel that we have left them to die. It is not only an obligation but also a privilege. 

