Reflections on New Orleans

3/9/11-3/12/11

Dean Brady had said throughout the semester that he did not want this trip to be a Katrina trip. However, that’s exactly what it was. Rather than exploring in depth the details of this storm, we got most of the details and more of the change that Katrina caused this city to undergo. Katrina was the catalyst for the change in this city that we examined in many different aspects—religion, history, politics, education, and media to name a few. Here are my reflections on the events and speakers of this trip:

Wednesday evening we went to Trinity Episcopal Church for Ash Wednesday services. I have attended Church services before for the First Holy Communions and Confirmations of my cousins. The Ash Wednesday service did not seem much different than that—the basic structure was the same, except for the receiving of the ashes in this case. The part of the service that caught my attention was when they were reading from the Gospel according to Matthew and they were talking about “the hypocrites in the synagogues.” And while I appreciate that there are differences between Judaism and Christianity, this one seemed to be talking negatively about my religion. I reread the passage several times to make sure they were talking about what I think they were talking about. The passage was describing a way to bear your sins and burdens in private—to not wear them like a badge of courage on the street corner, but to internalize them and repent personally because G-d will still hear you if you pray silently. The next part of the service was the imposition of the ashes—a public sign of the church to be worn on the forehead for everyone to see for the rest of the day. This passage seemed pretty hypocritical if you ask me. Dean Brady confirmed my thoughts when a group of us were talking about the passage after the service. He did mention that this passage was not referring to Jews as a whole, but rather to the group of Jews who pray publicly. 

After dinner in the church basement, we heard from Deacon Elaine Clements, the Interim Director of Episcopal Community Services. This is an organization formed directly after Katrina as a way to connect the churches in the area, so that during a crisis they can be a useful locations for housing volunteers and rescue workers as well as a source of volunteers for whatever work needs to be done. In addition to the rebuilding work after Katrina, ECS trains students to serve in the NOLA Service Corps, working as community outreach. This organization was founded as an effect of Katrina. Had it not been for this disaster, the Episcopal Church would not have known that there was no central body that had numbers of all the church reverends. This service was created as a way to provide a central religious front when a disaster strikes. From Katrina, plans have been established and lessons have been learned about the crucial spiritual, emotional, mental and physical healing role that the Church plays in dealing with mass destruction. 

Thursday was our lecture day. Seeing as the trip was an extended trip of three days and not just an overnight trip, it would have been nice to spread these speakers out a bit more so that we were not listening to speaker after speaker for seven hours. I know that we wanted to get as many speakers on our agenda as possible, but five speakers in a row makes for a very, very long day. Also, if the speakers are not the best and public speaking, or lecture instead of engage us in the conversation, we tend to lose interest by the end of the day. It’s unfortunate because these presenters have interesting points to make and their lessons are lost to us if we are so exhausted. 

The day started off with Dr. Adderley, an associate professor of history at Tulane. She made some interesting points about the way we talk about history puts a perspective on the narrative we often forget to consider. Describing the different cultures in New Orleans as the French period or the Spanish period is different than talking about it as the Senegal or Congo periods. We talk about history from the point of the conqueror, not the conquered. New Orleans is not talked about as a black city, while 65% of the population is African American. Why not? I enjoyed the points that she brought up. My problem with the presentation was that she was reading from a script, not talking to us. I certainly didn’t feel engaged in the conversation, but I wanted to hear what she had to say. 

After a short break and lunch, Karen Swenson talked to us with the biggest smile on her face. We had seen her movie before break, a documentary on the storm—how it affected her personally as well as those in the community. She recently moved back to New Orleans after moving to Boston after the storm. The energy that she brought to the room was very much appreciated. I loved that she went around and introduced herself to us while we were eating—it made the conversation more personal. She started off by telling us how excited she was to be talking to a group of Penn Staters—what an excellent way to begin. Because we had already seen the documentary, and she had given us a brief update on her life, we began to ask questions about what her life has been like since returning to New Orleans, why she decided to return, what it was like to be reporting on the storm while she was living through it. Some of the lessons she left us with were the need for clear and effective communication and contingency plans. These were a few of the skills and strategies her manager implemented before the storm that made it a little easier to go on air during Katrina—the staff and WWL knew what to do for almost every “what if” scenario. 

After a brief walk around Tulane’s campus, the group was greeted by Rosalind Cook who spoke on the change in politics in New Orleans. She commented on the shift in ethnic background of the mayor of the city: from Irish to Italian to African American, as well as the make up of the cabinet, specifically at the increase in the number of women serving on the cabinet. She also commented on her work with former mayor C. Ray Nagin and come of the decisions he made during Katrina—how responsible was he for what happened in the city? 

After Ms. Cook’s presentation, Chris Meyer talked about the education system in New Orleans. He discussed the disparity of the public school system in New Orleans. His role is the Chief of Staff to the Superintendent of the Recovery School District. The RSD takes over “failing” schools, were 70% of students are below grade level. These schools are converted to charter schools were they must meet certain criteria to stay chartered. With the RSD, there are less than 25% of schools that are failing in the city. The improvement continues to increase but the goal of having all students on grade level has not yet been reached. There were many questions for Mr. Meyer, but not enough time. With the questions that were asked, we were looking at the ways that the RSD determines how a school is failing, and what makes a successful charter school. 

The day concluded with a tour of Tulane’s Jazz archives with archivist Bruce Raeburn. I loved that we got to see and hear some of New Orleans jazz. Mr. Raeburn commented on how the songs we listened were different had they been played with a different set of instruments. Being the non-musician that I am, I have no idea what a different set of instruments could do to a song, and it would have been nice to hear the comparison between the two pieces. Mr. Raeburn did a very good job of explaining what we were listening to and the development of the music over time. 

The evening on the Steamboat Natchez was a lot of fun. Dinner was okay (I got to the dessert table too late), but I really enjoyed the time to walk around the decks of the boat. We took tons of pictures. It was a beautiful night to see the city of New Orleans in the distance and to feel the cool breeze outside. After dinner, the Dukes of Dixieland, a jazz band entertained the guests of the boats. They were truly fantastic. I think my favorite piece was one where the drummer and bassists played together—the drummer and bassist actually played the bass together, at the same time. I also enjoyed watching the bassist attempt to play ON his bass, yes, standing on top of his bass while playing the Saints Go Marching. 

Friday morning, our day began with a tour of the levees. Having been in New Orleans last year for spring break, I had seen the levees in the Lower 9th Ward and heard the stories about how they weren’t built properly and how they broke during the storm. Professor Nelson went further by explaining more of the details that were left out in my previous explanation. He discussed the geology of why what happened during the storm happened in the way that it did. I liked that we were physically standing where the levees broke and he was able to physically point out the landmarks on the maps he was holding to orient us to the location we were in. 

After what was probably the best meal of the entire trip, lunch at The Court of Two Sisters in the French Quarter, we had some free time to roam around and go shopping. We also made our way to the World War II museum. As I was explaining at lunch that day, I was curious as to how this museum would differ in presentation from the many Holocaust museums I had been to. The World War II museum focused on the battles—the military strategy and tactics used during D-Day on Normandy and in Japan. There were a lot of weapons and numbers—how many men were killed during each battle. While I appreciate that this is a war museum, I am more of a personal person—I like to hear the personal stories and see how these events personally affected the men and women involved. Maybe it was the nature of this museum—these stories being about men who volunteered to fight for their country versus the victims of the Holocaust who had no choice in whether they were to live or die. I certainly learned more about D-Day than I knew walking in to the museum, but I was not emotionally affected by the museum as I was by Yad VaShem or the Holocaust Museum in New York or Washington DC. 

Dinner Friday evening was very nice. I was able to sit with people I didn’t normally sit with and we had a lovely conversation about cultural differences when touring in new cities. Congressman Cao was very interesting to listen to. I liked that he walked through the decision making process he made when having to vote on a bill. The issue that he sort of talked around was whether as a representative you have to vote for what your people want or for what you want when it comes to moral issues. The topic was abortion in the recent health care bill. The Congressman is pro-life and would not have been able to live with himself had he voted for a bill that supported federally funding abortions. The people in his district however were mostly pro-choice and wanted to support this health care bill. Shouldn’t a representative represent the opinions of the majority of his constituency? I understand that he is supposed to vote in “their best interest,” but how can you impose your moral beliefs on your constituency and claim that it is with “their best interests” in mind. There seems to be a conflict of interests in this case. Cao knew that voting against the health care bill would be the end of his political career, but his moral convictions were so strong that he could not support this bill the way that it was written. 

Saturday started bright and early with a talk from Tulane President Scott Cowen. He talked about what he had to do as President of the University to make sure that his students were safe and some of the steps he took to rebuild the University and to help rebuild the city. The considerations he made immediately after the storm were to continue paying the faculty, to set a deadline of January 16, 2006 for the re-opening of the school and one more that I cannot recall at the moment. These decisions were made to retain the people that make up a university—the students and faculty and staff. Some lessons he left us with were: communicate effectively and clearly, struggle with the difference between hope and reality remembering that hope in itself is not a plan, be resilient, remain focused and disciplined, be principled and wise and determined to succeed. These were the lessons he wanted to pass on to us, as leaders. 

Our final speaker was a lieutenant in the U.S. Coast Guard, working on the BP oil spill in the Gulf coast. He explained to us what had happened during the event and the steps that had been taken to try and stop the spill, when it looked like nothing was being done. He tried to inform us about the different environment that is 5000 feet below sea level, but I don’t think that I was able to completely grasp that concept. I understand that there were differences, but not quite sure why it was so difficult to solve this problem. More communication about what was being done to the pipe from the workers to the awaiting nation may have eased our concern a bit. 

Overall, this was an incredible trip. Thank you so much to Mr. and Mrs. Hintz, Lisa, Melissa, Dean Brady and President Spanier for making this trip a reality and thank you so much to the numerous speakers who gave their time to talk to us about this amazing city. 

