Interview w/ Prof. Henley                                                                                                      1/31/06

“I’m 56. I had a birthday a couple weeks prior to going down.”

“Certainly having been through the kinds of disasters that we’ve all experienced, there’s a re-

sponse—I’m originally from Southern California—and the idea of an earthquake, and so on and so forth, I’ve been through.  But for whatever reason, when Katrina hit, something within me got hit.  I don’t know how else I could phrase it.  And when the opportunity came, it almost felt like, ‘I have to do this.’  There wasn’t a matter of thinking, ‘Do I want to?’  This was something that I had to do, and it just was important.”

“ …The idea of going someplace where I had never been previously and working with people whom I’d be with for a couple weeks and so on, it had never crossed my mind.  I can’t say that it  never crossed my mind. I’ve always been interested in crisis intervention and disaster work, but I had never really done much of it, and this was an opportunity as it were but this was also—I’d guess to have used the word ‘calling,’ but that’s the way that it felt.  It’s like, ‘OK, this is it.  I’m going.  End of conversation, practically.  So there wasn’t much of an internal debate.  My wife and I talked about it, she was OK with it.  So I sent my stuff in and the rest, as they say, is history.”

“The process, actually, it was fairly simple.  I got in early enough—this was on a Saturday—I got in early enough to be able to check in that day.  I had been instructed to—this was kind of like a spy story: ‘When you arrive, dial this phone number.  Instructions will begin.’  That’s the way  it felt, sort of; and so I called and it was the Transportation Office at the Biloxi head-

quarters.  So a man came out to get me, along with several other people who had also gotten in around the same time, and they took us in and we got processed in.  And there was a little bit of paperwork to do, there was a photograph-they print up an ID card.  Because I was working on the mental health side, I was issued a cell phone and a car.  And actually, quite accidentally, I wound up walking into the mental health office.  I was looking for a place where I could make a  call to my wife and tell her that I was OK in the building.  Terrible place.  So, I had gone to an upper floor—there were two floor in this building—and I saw ‘Mental Health,’ so I figured that this was it.  And I walked in and I said to the administrative person, ‘I think I belong to you.’ And that was, in fact, true.”

“The headquarters itself was located in a Shriner’s Temple and it had a lot of different kinds of things.  Transportation, Electrical—getting the food out was certainly the major task, and so the whole kitchen operation—I did go out on a couple of runs.  So, in terms of the mental health staff, we actually grew very, very quickly.  At the time that I got there, there was a manager who’s a retired psychiatric nurse from Fresno, California (Right, Joellen).  She’d been there for about a week.  A guy, Bob, who’s a retired school counselor from Maine, and at that time we were the only three.  The following, on Monday, two other people came.  They had actually both arrived on Saturday but they arrived later, so they couldn’t get processed in and Sunday head-

quarters is closed.  So one of them, Tracy, is a graduate student in upstate New York in psychology, and the other, Lynn, is a school counselor in Northern Idaho.  Later on in the week we had a retired Navy chaplain, Ed, so quite a diverse crew.  I was the only psychologist there.  And one of the things is that people go in and out.   We were only down there for two weeks at a time.  Some people three weeks.”

“Well, I worked with some people in a more intense way.  …There were about four or five people whom I met with, not so much to be doing therapy or counseling that’s not what the Red Cross mission is, but to work with them because they were having a difficult time.  There was one woman who had lost her possessions (Regina C.).  Marilyn lost her home and her property and everything else, and on the day before I left I stopped on by and the rubble was being cleared away and she was a mess. And here she had been looking foreword to getting the process started again and to build her home back up, and it was very, very poignant.  She said, ‘Everything in my life is being dumped into the back of these trucks and hauled away.’ So certainly she was having a difficult time.  She actually was relatively better of than a lot of people because she had been able to get away for a couple of months after the hurricane hit.  Other people did not have the financial means to go to friends.  This one woman who lost all of her stuff, she had a suicidal moment.  And I was on the other side of the world, I was a couple counties away, so a couple of my colleagues went.  When I saw her the following day she was better off.  And she had gotten a little bit of stuff going.  She was beginning to do a little volunteer work.  But there’s not much for a lot of people down there.  We’re talking about an area that’s relatively rural.  We’re talking about an area that’s very poor.  So, already, there are these stresses and strains of all of that, whatever those strains are. And then you add on top of that the home being gone and the job being gone and the vehicle being gone.  It’s enough to push most people—a lot of people—over the edge. SO I worked with a few people rather up closely, along the passing out of the info  trying to get people hooked in to a mental health system that could kind of transport them through where they would have a little bit longer term and greater consistency.”  

“We went to their homes, their trailers.  No, people were not invited to our headquarters.  Although there is—it was kind of interesting—I was in the office doing some paperwork.  A young woman showed up, and I guess she had been directed to our office.  She was, I guess, in college or thinking about college, I don’t remember which, and she was a little concerned about her schoolwork.  Well, it didn’t take much conversation before it wasn’t—it became pretty

clear that this was not about schoolwork.  This was about her concern with her own bipolar dis-

oder, manic depression.  So that’s what she was focusing on, but that was the only—and that wasn’t even a counseling session—I mean, that was like, ‘OK, there’s a possibility for people for you to talk with.’”

“I actually had two [free days], sort of.  There was that day that I rode along 90 and eventually made my way into New Orleans.  Then, the following Sunday, which was Christmas Day, I also had off, sort of.  I was the on-call person, which meant that if anybody on staff had a mental health crisis—we’re talking about Christmas Day, people being far from home—I was the first one who was going to be called.  It was a day off, sort of.  The phone did not ring, which was really, really nice.”

“I was driving along 90 and I was seeing buildings or rubble or shells with their roofs that had been tossed, boats up where they shouldn’t be, and so on.  And it felt like ‘Boom, boom,’ being punched constantly in the gut.  Not the one big knockout punch, but the kind of blows that just sort of, you feel a point of wanting to double over ‘cause you can’t catch your breath.  That’s the way that it felt for me.”

“Yes and no.  The yes is that, yeah, I got used to seeing what I was seeing.  Like most of us, I would put on sort of what amounts to or what would amount to blinders.  ‘Cause I was going here, I didn’t necessarily have to look around all that carefully.  But at every single point, my eyes were open.  And there were times when I would look around a little bit more, and I would let my vision and my psyche as it were wander.  And I’ll tell you, Kevin, there were times when that hurt, literally hurt to see the level of destruction that these people had been living with.  At this point, it was like 3 ½-4 months after the hurricane and I realized that a lot has been cleaned up but that doesn’t touch, definitely scratches the surface, in terms of what really needs to be done. So, it was a –in some ways-it kept on coming back up, it’s like a slap in the face that you don’t necessarily expect.”

“I didn’t go in to the areas in New Orleans, where the serious damage had happened.  I had been told not to.  I had been told that it was dangerous to stay out, and so I figured, ‘OK, fine.’  While I was in the French Quarter, I did speak with a couple of local shopkeepers.  More than anything else, they talked about the economic hit that they had taken.  It was interesting—I was there the Sunday before Christmas.  My assumption is that on a day like that that the French Quarter would have been teeming with people, so you could barely move.  Not only did I move easily, I even found a place to park.  So the economics are hurting.  It’s coming back, I think, and the French Quarter—there were some signs of damage, but not much.  It actually sits on some of the highest ground, so, it wasn’t too bad.”

“Boy, as I’m sitting here, the images are kind of--look like flipping through a book, page after page.  There are a couple of images that I can tell you about.  [Serving as inspiration for the unfinished poem] prisoners working on the highway cleaning up rubble a month later after the hurricane, rubble, just rubble, thinking about Maryland’s home and the area around her, which got hit very, very hard.  An area that I went to, where, in driving to this man’s trailer, I passed what amounted to a mountain of tree stumps.  These trees had been ripped out and their stumps were being hauled away, and this was the place where they were being kept.  I don’t know what was ever going to become of them, but it was a mountain or hill, however you want to call it. But I also have images of people, pictures of people in my head.  Marilyn whom you mentioned, Regina whom I mentioned earlier, Rachel, Kathy and Vince ( No, I gave the blanket to someone else. I gave it to Rachel and her boyfriend whose name I cannot recall, I think it might have been Mike.)  So I have images of these people.  And if I go back, I would wanna somehow find a way to check in with these folks.”

“I—last Tuesday evening I was down in Philadelphia at the Red Cross center for a volunteer orientation for the local, and that’s how they are getting people to go on down now, is through the various local chapters.  And I said if there’s still a need during the time of my Spring Break I could certainly go down.  The word I get is that they don’t think that there will be, but you never know.  One of the things that I learned from this experience is that flexibility is a really good thing.  Certainly it’s something that I talk about in my courses as far as mental health functioning.  But to be able to deal with the various situations or circumstances that would come up, flexibility is essential.  I could find out in late February or something, ‘Yeah, I’m gonna go. [I’m] hoping to go, if I can’t.”

“[Counseling] It was hit and run in the sense that, the people on the Emergency Response Vehicles, the ERV’s, who were bringing food out—they identified for me people who they thought were having a difficult time.  And so I would get out and talk to them just very, very briefly With some of those people—Marilyn and Regina C—I went back.  Actually I went back to both of them and gave them some extra time or made myself as available as I could.  And, uh,  so there was the opportunity for follow-up, and certainly my background as a psychologist was important there in recognizing what some of the people were going through.  A lot of the needs, however, that people had—or have—are very, very practical, things like water, enough food, learning to live in an 8x30 foot trailer as opposed to a 14/1500 square foot home.  That’s a big, big change.  And realizing that everything’s gone, almost literally starting from scratch.  Having everything that you count on pulled out from underneath you.  So working with people on those kinds of issues, as brief as it was, certainly my psych background played a role.”  

“D’Iberville is actually right next to Biloxi. As of the time that I left, a month ago now, about 60% of people who needed trailers had them, 40% of people didn’t, OK.  Those 40% were either living in hotels or in tents.  The plan, at least I guess, is to get those people into FEMA trailers.  How and when that’s going to happen I have no idea.”

“No, I wouldn’t go on independently.  That would be, I think, an intrusion into people’s lives.  No, it would not be an appropriate thing to do.  If I go back in March it’ll be under the auspices of the Red Cross. But, uh, ya know, in a few years I would like to go back on my own anyway to see how people are doing, how the region is faring.  It’ll take a long time.”

“Biloxi and Gulfport, that region, is relatively urbanized.  D’Iberville is also relatively urbanized.  I’m not talking about Philadelphia by ‘urbanized,’ more or less like our suburbs, I guess that would be a good a comparison. So, there are services, I mean for example, there are shopping centers, small ones, and so on. So it wasn’t so much that the areas right around there were so isolated, it’s just that the services were not up and running to a very, very large extent. And even in an area like that, where things are relatively close, still if you don’t have a car or a truck, it’s hard to make your way from here to there.”

“There was this one couple who I eventually visited—eventually caught up with them—living in their old trailer that had flooding, had mold problems.  I met with the couple in their old trailer.  They were waiting, they were hoping to get a FEMA trailer.  But they were renters, they did not own.  So that’s a pretty classic example of the type of people who are still waiting. So they are living in a situation that’s not terribly healthy.  And what appeared to be the end of their block, it looked like there was a house at the end.  Not really a culdesac, per se, but just a house, so your saying, ‘OK, well we’re talking about rural Mississippi…” I asked to check something on the other end of the same street, which meant going around, and when I did I realized the house that was on the street, the end of the culdesac was not at the end of a culdesac, it was a through street. 

The house had just been torn from its foundation and moved—just simply moved—and, its like you get with play sticks, you know, like you pick up a little monopoly piece and ‘Boink’ just simply moved.  That’s what it was like.  Images like that, you were asking about images earlier, those did stay.”

“Police were around.  Not too much in the way of fire service, but I’m sure that there was some.  If someone needed help, they could call 911.  Yeah, that was functional.  Some of the hospitals, however--this is what I heard, I’m not sure about this—were having to turn people, especially with mental health problems, they were turning people away because they didn’t have enough space for them ‘cause There were so many people with physical ailments.  So that was not good.”

“D’Iberville is in Harrison County, and it’s a Biloxi suburb if you like.  Hancock County is the county that borders Louisiana on the Gulf Coast.  That’s the area that got clobbered.”

“Oh, I spoke with my wife on a daily basis. Yeah, absolutely. And that was very important. I spoke with my brother.  I spoke with a friend of mine or two also.  That was a very grabbing experience for me.”

“Well, actually. The Red Cross made us a Christmas dinner, which was very nice, and it was nice to get with people. And so it was certainly pleasant enough.  It was a couple of hours.  It was fine.”

“Well, my wife and I usually get with friends [over Christmas] and she got with our friends and I wasn’t there.  I spoke with them while she was there, which was certainly very nice. So, um, ‘Did I miss it?”  I missed it in the sense that, yeah, I wasn’t doing what I usually do, but I also felt like what I was doing was pretty important.  So, it’s not as though I was blowing anybody off.”

“No, I came back here on Dec. 31.  No, no, my flight was delayed by a couple of hours because of fog.”

“First of all, I don’t want to have his comments painted in too broad a brush.  What he indicated to me is that his feeling was that the Iraqi people were not as appreciative as he would have ex-

pected.  In the paper there was a little blurb that about half or more of the Iraqi people expect the US to put up a permanent base there, which would certainly go along with what this particular soldier said.  The thing that struck me is that here he was talking about how he was concerned about the wastefulness, one might say, that’s my words, not his—the wastefulness of the effort that’s been carried out over there.  If there’s not progress being made, he was saying, why should we bother being there?  And given the billions of dollars that are being spent on this war every single month, one begins to wonder if that war were not being undertaken, if it had not been undertaken, by us would money have been more readily accessible or available to assist people in New Orleans, in other parts of both Louisiana and Mississippi whose lives have been so significantly devastated. That was the gist of things.  And  I think that he shared my concern.  I was just feeling—I got the sense that he was frustrated.  Man, he was frustrated about the fact that here he was heading back to his home to see his wife and children for the first time in 7 ½ months and he was getting two weeks of leave, and then he had to go back.  And it seemed that he was saying, ‘What for?’  And in the more global context, Kevin.  I don’t want to too much into, you know, pro con war, that’s not what this is all about, but one wonders.  It seems in some ways he and I were both saying that the priorities that we have established in this country may be a bit wrongheaded, and I believe that was his word, or maybe it was mine, I’m not sure.”

“New Orleans is the population center of that region, there’s no question about that.  The death and destruction in New Orleans are horrible, I mean, beyond the comprehension of most of us.  But what seems to be happening is that as a nation when we think about Katrina’s impact we think about New Orleans.  We don’t think about the thousands of square miles of other area that this hurricane devastated and there are people there and so the frustration that I sometimes—that I expressed is more or less about, ‘Hey, let’s get a perspective as to the whole thing.  Let’s keep in mind that this storm devastated the lives of people across a huge swath of ground, not just a city.  I don’t want it to sound as if I’m saying that people in New Orleans have not suffered, they have, and the number of people who died in New Orleans is significantly greater. And so, I think in some ways that it’s a little easier for us to think of New Orleans because most of us who live in relatively urban or suburban areas, we can relate to a city more easily than we can to living out in the countryside.  Oh, New Orleans has magic, there’s no question about it.  I felt it while I was there.  It seems like a great, great place and I would love to go on back there for an actual visit.  But I don’t want the rest of the area that was so damaged by the storm to be forgotten either.  That’s what I was trying to say.  In some ways, I think that we in this country tend to have not only limited memories but limited sight and so, rather than viewing the whole of the area that didn’t take as much damage, we tend to focus on one smaller area.  Maybe psychologically, it makes it more palatable, but that’s not what really happened.  What really happened is that the storm, I think, 92,00 sq. mi’s were devastated, something like that, a lot of ground, and a lot of people.  And even though the number of people who died in Mississippi is, as I mentioned, significantly less people died there.  People’s lives there are in shambles, just as much shambles as there homes are or their places of work.  So, I don’t want us to forget.”

“I don’t know whether you read my whole page, but one of my last entries, I talked about George Bush.  Yeah, President Bush went to Bay St. Louis, which is in Hancock County, that’s where I spent most of my time.  But Bay St. Louis is about 40 mi’s just out of the way {from Biloxi}.  Waveland and Bay St. are pretty much next to each other. And in his speech in Bay St., he talks about how much better things looked since he was there, shortly after the Hurricane hit.  I think he’s right.  Things look significantly better in that the roads had been cleared. But what he didn’t say in his speech is how bad things are.  As the leader of this country, I think that any person has the responsibility to provide as complete a picture as possible and I don’t think in his speech down there Pres. Bush did.  There are people who are very glad to be living in FEMA trailers who are very, very grateful.  And they should be, because in a lot of ways the government has come through beautifully but there are so many people whose lives suffered so much damage ,and crippling damage, in that the foundation, the base, of their lives has been stripped away.  It’s gonna take a very, very long time and a concerted effort.  I think that the President has a responsibility to upfront say, ‘Look, we’ve got to keep our eye on this particular ball here, to keep our energy focused on New Orleans, on the parts of LA, MS,ALA that were so signif. damaged.’ I’m actually wondering if his SOTU speech this evening whether he will say anything.  I would be surprised if he goes into any kind of depth.  I would be surprised if he proposes much of anything new.  My expectations are not real high.  And I think that that’s sad.  

It’s kinda like, you asked me earlier in a sense ‘Why did I go?’ Well, to help.  To help each other out.  But we need to keep that focus.  Many, many people are down there helping, which is great and its absolutely wonderful.  But it’s easy to forget, to get caught up in our own lives, and I think that some reasonable balance is important here.”  I was disappointed, to say the the very, very least and a little upset having just gotten back from that area.  It’s like, ‘Let the people know, yeah, things have gotten better but things are still really, really bad and we need to keep energy, money, and focus.  After all, this is a hell of a lot closer than Iraq will ever be (of Bush’s rant the day before/after on PBS/NPR).

“The other thing that I came away with was an affection for that part of the world.  As I mentioned, I had never been anyw  The Gulf Coast is gourgeous, it’s beautiful, and there’s something about it—there’s a tranquility, there’s a beauty, there.  So in spite of all of this tragedy there would be times when I would be driving along looking out at the beautiful Gulf water, calm and it was wonderful.  It was a place to contemplate.  Of course, then I would imagine seeing a 30 foot wall of that water being driven, the image would change.”

