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                        Psych professor distributes food, hope to Katrina victims

                                                                     By 

                                                           Kevin Hewston

President Bush touted progress in a Jan. 12, 2006 televised speech from Bay St. Louis 

in Hancock County, Miss. regarding rebuilding efforts after Hurricane Katrina.  But 56-

year-old DCCC psychology professor Marc Henley was perhaps better informed of the 

damage’s extent when he spoke of the county as “the area that got clobbered.”  

A licensed California marriage and family therapist since 1976 and licensed Pennsylvania 

psychologist since 1989 who is now in his 16th year at DCCC, Henley also witnessed firsthand what the president may have overlooked, beyond the physical damage—Hurricane Katrina’s psychological impact.

Imagine being the 40 percent of Gulf Coast residents each living inside an 8-foot by 

30-foot trailer filled with mold, or being sheltered by tents in just 30-degree weather, for 

about 3½ to 4 months or more.  “We’re talking about an area that’s relatively 

rural…very poor,” Henley said.  “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.” 

This was the scene into which Henley was thrust.  

Answering an open request from the American Psychological Association asking its members to volunteer in the Gulf region, Henley arrived at the American Red Cross’s 

Biloxi, Miss. headquarters on Dec. 17, 2005, where he was assigned distribution of food 

and mental health pamphlets out of one of the U.S. disaster relief organization’s Emergency Response Vehicles (ERV’s).  

Henley’s main job seemed to prove less valuable than lending an ear to the emotionally 

distraught of Mississippi’s coastal areas, however, as he heard that hospitals were turning 

mentally ill patients away for lack of space. 

He additionally was the only psychologist in the headquarters’ mental health office

“I worked with some people in a more intense way,” Henley explained.  “There were 

about four or five people whom I met with, not so much to be doing therapy because 

that’s not what the Red Cross mission is, but to work with them because they were  having a difficult time.”

Among those was Joan, a victim living around Waveland, Miss. in Hancock County. 

She expressed suicidal tendencies when no friend or neighbor could comfort her, as she 

lost touch with her fiancée and lost a friend to injuries sustained in a car accident a 

month after the hurricane hit.  

Marilyn, of the Clermont Harbor area also in Hancock County, lost her home, 

property, and everything else.  On the day before his Dec. 31 departure, Henley stopped 

by to see her as the damage was being cleared and “she was a mess.” 

Henley added that what she told him almost moved him to tears: “Everything in my life is being dumped into the back of these trucks and hauled away.”

 “In some ways,” Henley said, “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 [New Orleans].  But I 

don’t want the rest of the area that was so damaged by the storm to be forgotten…”

Joan surely won’t forget Henley’s role in returning semblance to her life.  He sug-

gested that she volunteer at a local food and clothing distribution center and referred her to Project Recovery, a local mental health agency in her county.

But why did Henley, who wants to return to Mississippi in March, feel he especially 

needed to help?  This Southern California native explained: “When Katrina hit, some-thing within me got hit.  There was not much of an internal debate there.  I guess one could use the word ‘calling,’ [because] that’s how it felt.” 

You can read Henley’s blog and see photos of what he observed of post-Katrina

Mississippi at: homepage.mac.com/mhenley. 

