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Geometry deceives; only the hurricane is accurate. 

 
Victor Hugo, Les Misérables 
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HURRICANE KATRINA 
___________________________________________________ 
Workshop seemed to belong to the hurricanes that fall of 2005, and we entered our 
second class at Texas State University exactly four days after Hurricane Katrina's landfall 
in Louisiana when tens of thousands of survivors trapped in New Orleans at the 
convention center especially still had received no help as revealed on the all-news TV 
channels. Global warming, US official negligence, and economic system failure had 
struck with a vengeance, and continued to strike. Three weeks on, massive Hurricane Rita 
reached the center of the Gulf of Mexico on the evening of our fourth workshop, and the 
great storm grew into the most intense, strongest Hurricane ever recorded in the Gulf, 
breaking the record set by Katrina.  

Incredibly again a few workshops later another cyclone, Hurricane Wilma, eclipsed 
Katrina and Rita both to become the single most powerful storm ever recorded in the 
Atlantic Basin let alone the Gulf, striking Mexico and Florida – dropping Rita and 
Katrina in historical power rating to fourth and sixth respectively in the Atlantic Basin – 
though Katrina remained the deadliest of the three. 

Hurricane Katrina killed nearly two thousand people – almost 1,600 in Louisiana, 
about 1,400 of those fatalities in New Orleans, over 200 more in Mississippi, along with 
fatalities in Alabama, Georgia, Florida, and states north. Hurricanes Rita and Wilma 
killed dozens each – more than 200 combined, directly and indirectly.  

Not since the US Civil War nearly a century and a half earlier had an entire major 
American city been depopulated. And the extraordinary 2005 Atlantic Basin hurricane 
season would continue throughout the remainder of the calendar year – a leading edge of 
global warming booming into Central and North America, resulting in an exodus from 
New Orleans and the US Gulf Coast that included a quarter million who would not return 
with any permanence – maybe the first great migration caused by global warming. 

Some would call it ironic that the first major mass migration due to global warming in 
recent times might have been visited upon the country most responsible for the 
destruction of the environment that is climate change. Though as usual the well off 
suffered least and stood to benefit most from environmental collapse, quite apart from the 
impoverished and working class who needed some luck to survive at all. 

Scientists and others have called these permanent evacuees refugees, though many 
resisted and even resented the label – which tells us something about how we commonly 
view the displaced peoples of other countries. It tells us something about a common bias 
or prejudice, if not only toward people abroad.  

This is what I'm thinking, my last semester as an MFA student, faced with a thesis, a 
novel I have not yet written, due in a matter of months. 

If we do not know or care about other people and the conditions of life beyond 
narrow borders, and the causes of those conditions, even within our own narrow borders, 
and if the US government and corporate powers continue to run over diverse people near 
and far economically and militarily, pounding them to rubble, and continue to abandon 
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them to their fates and floods, can we really expect some of the people who suffer to 
respond with anything but contempt, hostility, and worse?  

What went largely unreported was Hurricane Stan, which, a week after Rita hit Texas, 
struck Central America, as part of a large system of storms that caused mudslides killing 
thousands of people, mainly in Guatemala. This death toll surpassed Katrina but scarcely 
made the news in the US – the same old non-news story, right along with myriad other 
deaths globally.  

Hurricane Katrina was bad enough. It obliterated the US Gulf Coast from the edge of 
Texas to Florida – about half the toll of 9-11 in New Orleans alone – displacing more 
than a million residents, causing floods that for most all purposes shut down and 
destroyed much of New Orleans and the US Gulf Coast, along with any credibility top 
US officials tried to cling to roboticly by way of an appalling epidemic of self-
congratulation for wholly inadequate efforts of preparation and response.  

"FEMA is meeting all requests" – FEMA Director Michael Brown. 
Director of Homeland Security Michael Chertoff – "We have all the resources and 

manpower we need."  
Director Chertoff is "extremely pleased with the response" of the government. 
Viewers of CNN in remote regions around the world knew more about what was 

going on in New Orleans than the directors of FEMA and Homeland Security appeared 
to. Even when the directors did know, they were often near useless. Enabled and 
encouraged by the US Congress and the US President, the directors had allowed the 
responsibility for acquisition of buses to be privatized, contracted for tens of millions of 
dollars to an incompetent corporation. 

"This is not my America. I am ashamed…." 
Asked why it has taken two and a half days to evacuate the hospitals, FEMA's 

Director says, "Lots of reasons…. The hospitals need time to prepare patients for 
transport…." 

Two and a half days? And longer. 
Meanwhile hospital doctors tell reporters, "We took the patients onto the roof but the 

helicopters never came." Lacking electricity, they ventilate air into the lungs of critically 
ill patients by hand, for days. 

"Aaron Broussard, president of Jefferson Parish, dropped his head and cried on 
NBC's Meet the Press. 'The guy who runs this building I'm in, emergency management, 
he's responsible for everything. His mother was trapped in St. Bernard nursing home, and 
every day she called him and said, "Are you coming, son? Is somebody coming?" And he 
said, "And yeah, Momma, somebody's coming to get you. Somebody's coming to get you 
on Tuesday. Somebody's coming to get you on Wednesday. Somebody's coming to get 
you Thursday. Somebody's coming to get you on Friday" – and she drowned Friday 
night. She drowned on Friday night,' Broussard said." 

"FEMA is meeting all requests."  
"We have all the resources and manpower we need."  
The performance of top officials proves to be revolting, as anyone who had been 

paying attention for decades already knew and knew enough to expect – heaps of official 
rhetoric to the contrary. 

But the catastrophic problems, for which no top officials take meaningful 
responsibility in the first week and more, go far beyond the top individuals, of course. 

 6



The problems are rooted deep in the bloodless, largely criminal (though legal) system 
of rule itself. After all, as a number of people have pointed out, lack of health insurance – 
let alone lack of funding for preventive health care – kills many more people each year 
than Hurricane Katrina and the terror attacks of September 11, 2001. Even setting aside 
the massive devastation that the US creates internationally, it is horrendous enough to 
note that Hurricane Katrinas smash the people of the US every day of the year – and, 
evidently, official America simply does not care. 

Or shall we remain blind to the failed state? 
A year earlier in September of 2004, in Cuba, before massive hurricane Ivan reached 

shore, the impoverished country of Cuba evacuated 1.3 million people without loss of life 
during the evacuation and with a comparatively few 12 people who died overall. 

The success of the Cuban evacuation and preparation has been buried, especially in 
the aftermath of Katrina – no doubt because of its large-scale criminal implications for 
US officials and core elements of the US system. 

New Orleans and the Gulf Coast had not been remotely helped enough in preparing 
for such a strike, and while some survivors were quickly rescued, devil take the 
hindmost, four days past the storm strike, many had been left to die, and tens of 
thousands still had received no aid at all or essentially none in a major American city 
accessible by air and by road but turned into a cataclysmic concentration camp of misery 
and death. 

The TV cameras and reporters had no trouble getting in from the first, but the 
President couldn't be bothered to turn on the TV to know what was going on. A major 
hurricane strike on New Orleans had for years been ranked as one of the very top likely 
cataclysmic events to occur in the US but the Director of Homeland Security flew off to a 
conference. The military was busy on its worse than senseless mission killing and dying 
overseas and blowing up taxpayer money fighting yet another war of conquest. And of 
course all of us in the country had not troubled ourselves enough to make sure we have a 
government capable of evacuating and safeguarding New Orleans, and elsewhere, in the 
first place.  

I'm just a writer in an MFA program. I'm making note – on it goes. Some try to stop 
it. Some don't. It's not the only good reason to write.  

Take Les Misérables, by Victor Hugo – the greatest novel I've ever read, in so many 
ways. The greatest novel, in Tolstoy's view. Hugo tried to stop it, the madness. And with 
no little success. On the impact in France of Les Misérables, Hugo's biographer Graham 
Robb notes, "There was a sudden surge of official interest in penal legislation, the 
industrial exploitation of women, the care of orphans, and the education of the poor. 
Victor Hugo, who can more fairly be called 'the French Dickens' than Balzac, had set the 
parliamentary agenda for 1862…" 

As Hurricane Katrina approached, the Governor of Louisiana bizarrely – and in 
effect, callously – urged the residents of New Orleans to "Pray the hurricane down" to a 
level two (from a level four or five). And two days after the hurricane struck, as trapped 
residents used radios to tune into local radio and TV stations, hoping for useful news, 
they were told that Governor Kathleen Blanco had called for a day of prayer, while 
leaving the trapped people with no source of reliable news, and leaving them to drown 
and die of exposure, as they continued to do. 
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A day of action and assistance, a day of first aid information, and a day of rescue 
information, a day of survival strategies, a day of constant direction and information and 
attention – these were the kinds of days that were needed, at least for people trying to 
survive, for people trying to live, and not in some fantasy world, and for people trying to 
help others survive, and for people trying to hold on not only to life but to their humanity 
as well. Whatever anyone's thoughts may be about the sanity of beliefs in supernatural 
beings, such as a god or a God, prayer might be called for by priests administering last 
rites, I suppose, but not for masses of people able and willing to work to survive and to 
help others survive, let alone live well, and thrive. 

The Secretary of the Department of Homeland Security acted even more bizarrely 
and even more callously at that time by making a televised national appeal for a month of 
individual disaster survival training. Two days after the hurricane hit was hardly the time 
for a month of preventive training – especially when so many people needed help now 
and days ago. And they needed help altogether, all at once – not everybody for 
themselves – a most unchristian (one would think) notion and a notoriously ineffective, 
impractical, and impossible type of solution to any crisis of scale. 

Sure, stupidity of individual officials reigned. But this was bred from the fundamental 
inhumanity of the systems which they represented. All nice rhetoric to the contrary. 

Not until day 5 did the President in a pitifully qualified way say he was not happy 
with the results of the emergency operations. Earlier he said that no one could have 
foreseen a disaster of this magnitude, when actually just such a disaster had been foreseen 
for decades – by legions of scholars, by journalists, by government officials, by the Army 
Corps of Engineers, et cetera and so on. 

Houston, a city of three million, agreed to shelter 25,000 Katrina evacuees in the 
Astrodome alone, while over 50,000 displaced people were already staying (and paying) 
in area hotels. San Antonio, a city of a little over a million, also agreed to shelter 25,000 
people at a former military base. And Dallas, a city slightly less populated than San 
Antonio but far more wealthy and in a far larger population area, agreed to take in 25,000 
evacuees at Reunion Arena, as did other cities and towns in Texas and across the south – 
Arkansas and Louisiana especially – as did locales across the country. Chicago and 
Philadelphia and other cities offered to house and enroll displaced children in their 
schools (while federal law already required schools to enroll homeless children wherever 
they showed up). But some children did not escape New Orleans at all, many were still 
trapped for days after the initial disaster, and it would come to pass that many would 
remain missing for weeks and months and longer. 

In the days after the hurricane anyone could see the ongoing disaster right there on 
TV, even while the US President for the better part of a week, chose not to do so. One 
could witness the appalling abandonment on a few TV channels, though most stations ran 
regular programs.  

Still, watch TV and you might be able to learn that the US could airdrop food 
(however ineffectively and insubstantially) into remote Afghanistan by the planeful (if 
only for reasons of public relations, while simultaneously bombing the people into 
desperation), but at least four and then five days after the hurricane struck, the US could 
not manage to airdrop food to the convention center in downtown New Orleans – nor did 
the US truck in sufficient food and water and other supplies, though TV crews had no 
trouble reaching the convention center by way of the open and empty expressways.  
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"Are they going to leave us here to die?" 
"They've left us here to die." 
"Babies, children dead…families being forced to live like animals." 
"Please, just help us." 
"We haven't heard anything." 
Days and nights and days and nights and days and nights – outside, suffering and 

dying on the interstates, in churches, in elementary schools, in hospitals, in nursing 
homes, and all across New Orleans, many with no official support or food or water – 
drowning in attics and health care facilities up to five days after the hurricane strike – the 
vast majority impoverished and working class Americans, blocked by force from walking 
across a bridge to the less distressed city of Gretna. 

Blocked from walking out. Abandoned. New flooding. No electricity for sixty miles. 
Hardship of any trek. Yet some tried. "Where are you going?" reporters asked one such 
mother with her child, walking through the city. 

"I don't know. Anywhere but here." 
"Something has to change today," says a reporter at the convention center, days into 

the abandonment of the residents of New Orleans. "Something concrete has to change 
today. Or these bodies are going to continue to pile up at the convention center." 

"Why not more food, more response, more boots on the ground to help?" 
"The main goal is to restore order. Not rescue people," say officials of the failed state. 
"Take my child. Save my child," said the mother handing her young one to a stranger 

on a bus while she herself was left behind. 
"I had her hand but we were on the roof and then our house split in two. She said save 

the children." And was washed away. Says a stunned husband. 
Some top officials and TV anchors insinuate repeatedly or state directly that it is the 

survivors' own fault for not evacuating – finger-pointing at the victims, many black and 
working class and impoverished, many ill and elderly, those who survived and those who 
were killed in the initial strike and in the days of abandonment afterwards – despite the 
fact that a million or more people were asked to evacuate in less than a day's time, on 
their own, using their own resources, however meager, and – amazingly – most did 
evacuate – and despite the pitiful fact that within four days after the storm, with all the 
resources of the United States of America, only a mere few thousand members of the 
National Guard and other security forces, woefully understaffed and under-equipped, 
manage themselves to arrive in the city. Many of the National Guard were simply 
unavailable as was most of their equipment, currently and indefinitely stationed in Iraq. 
Other Guard units were unconscionably forcibly delayed by the Pentagon. 

"State and local governments are getting every resource they require" – the repeated 
claim by both Michael Chertoff, the Secretary of the Department of Homeland Security, 
and Michael Brown, Director of the Federal Emergency Management Agency. 

At least the Coast Guard seemed to be effective, rescuing 3,000 flood victims in the 
first few days of the disaster.  

Local law enforcement also rescued several thousand victims – though several 
hundred police officers simply left their jobs, possibly because there had been something 
of a war going on between them and some of the residents of New Orleans, and the tide, 
so to speak, had now not turned in their favor. Overall, the performance of FEMA, the 
Red Cross, and the New Orleans Police Department was abysmal. 
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Two members of the police force killed themselves – one after returning home to find 
his family drowned.  

City agencies, along with all other official agencies proved incapable of 
implementing pre-storm mandatory evacuations, and post-storm they also failed to 
maintain more than minimal communication, if that, let alone physical contact, with city-
wide victims. 

"We're seeing people who have run out of options." 
"We need milk for babies, food, water, diapers." 
"We need everything." 
"I'm overdue. For everything." 

 
Soon after a televised Department of Homeland Security disaster task force news 
conference designed mainly, it seemed, to give the impression that the situation was 
under control, the media reported a literal "desperate SOS" from the Mayor of New 
Orleans – "We're running out of supplies for 15 to 20 thousand people" – a more than 
understandable cry for help, though days late, and a feeble understatement, at best. 

Blackhawk helicopters finally arrived bringing in some of the injured to a staging 
area on a highway, to triage, a makeshift hospital set up by FEMA. 

The Governor of Louisiana, lacking the necessary number of security officers on the 
ground in New Orleans, asked for uniformed officers of any variety – and gratefully 
accepted "sheriff's deputies" from Michigan. The federal government of the richest most 
powerful nation on the face of the earth, a nation that spends as much on its armed forces 
as nearly all other nations in the world combined, was either unable or unwilling in the 
first days to provide sufficient security officers and rescue workers for the survivors – let 
alone the fatalities – in New Orleans, and elsewhere along the Gulf Coast.  

Failed State. 
Michael Brown, Director of the Federal Emergency Management Agency – "FEMA 

is meeting all requests." 
Michael Chertoff, Cabinet Secretary and Director of Homeland Security – "We have 

all the resources and manpower we need." 
The President of the United States had to be told by aides fearful of his wrath to leave 

a week early from his five week "working vacation" at his ranch in Texas. He arrived in 
the nation's capitol three days after the hurricane struck. Two days later he viewed 
firsthand some of the hurricane's devastation and told FEMA director Brown 
approvingly, "Brownie, you're doing a heck of a job." The sudden whirl of ironies gives 
even hardened TV viewers around the world synaptic whiplash. Mental mass vomiting 
ensues. Permanent scars and one would hope nearly endless outrage set in. 

Bush looked like he was touring a theme park where people were suffering from sun 
stroke. He looked like he didn't have a care of any depth in the world. Not that how he 
looked or when he appeared mattered a whit. He and the system of government he 
represented planned to do the minimum in response to the mass deaths and devastation 
just as the minimum had been done in advance. Half a world away the US was moving 
the skies and the earth to pillage Iraqi oil, while at home it couldn't even get its elected 
leader to attend to the vulnerable or the smashed. In fact, as in Iraq, the system was 
deeply involved in both the pillaging and the smashing at home. 

Failed state. To put it mildly. Pathological state, more like. Rogue nation. 
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A week later, Brown was forced out – under pressure, he resigned. A failed state has 
to shift blame from itself, to someone, almost anyone, sometimes the higher up the better.  

Brown starts a disaster consulting company. Late night comedians ask themselves 
what have they done to deserve such manna from Heaven.  

"People dying in front of us. It's sick." – say reporters at the New Orleans convention 
center. 

"We have all the resources and manpower we need."  
"FEMA is meeting all requests." 
Where were the efforts at prevention, protection, evacuation? Where was the military 

rescue effort on the Monday morning that the storm hit, when the hospitals were full and 
with little or no electricity, when houses were already submerged to their roofs that 
people were trying to cut through to survive? 

Why would the 25,000 people struggling to live with little or no food and water at the 
New Orleans Convention Center, some since Monday, not be evacuated, as it turned out, 
until Saturday? Forced to endure a hellish week – of exposure and official abandonment, 
and in fact enforced captivity, since those who could have walked quickly out of the city 
were stopped on the bridge to Gretna at official gunpoint by armed blockades. Meanwhile 
the few lucky people with cars were allowed to pass. 

This while the convention center remained accessible, however unaccessed, by road 
and air all week. The Convention Center evacuation, when it finally happened, took a 
mere two and a half hours to fill the buses and get tens of thousands of people out. 

Two words – failed state. 
Three more – to be kind. 
Every year so much changes and so little. And so much again. Every day. 
 

1990-2003 – the homicidal US-UN sanctions against Iraq 
9/11/2001 – the Al Qaeda bombing of the World Trade Center and the Pentagon 
10/7/2001 – the start of the US war in Afghanistan 
year 2002 – the richest 1% receive as much income as the poorest 57% globally 
3/20/2003 – the launch of the US ground invasion and occupation of Iraq  
12/26/2004 – the Asian Tsunami 
8/29/2005 – the Louisiana landfall of Hurricane Katrina 
year 2006 – 1 of every 31 US adults is on probation, parole, or imprisoned 
year 2007 – the number of overseas US military bases tops 1,000 
year 2008 – the collapse of US finance and the specter of a new Great Depression 

 
The previous century bore witness to inequality, scandal and devastation of every kind – 
along with some real gains. And this century? Hunger. Disease. Biological collapse. 
Poverty. Economic malaise. Imprisonment. More wars. The possibilities of nuclear 
attacks, by the US not least, and further US economic assaults both domestic and abroad 
and military invasions and bombardments (especially on the oil and gas rich countries 
beyond Iraq – Iran, Venezuela, and Bolivia in particular) loom greater than ever before, 
the new century proving early to be an extension of the old century – in potentially more 
ominous ways. 

It seemed to me the least we could do – gathered in San Marcos in workshop – was to 
represent, reimage, reimagine the stories of our time – the realities and possibilities both. 
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So I've kept to this journal while Katrina hit, compelled to get as much down as 
possible and more, the day in words before it might blow entirely or spurn the greater 
possible. You take out a journal, you get a weblog, and you go after it, using fire to fight 
fires of the real, using verbs to spark and ignite the possible – in controlled burn. 
 
 
PROFESSOR X AND THE LITERARY DIVINE 
___________________________________________________
Thursday evening, August 25, 2005 a scant few days before Hurricane Katrina smashed 
into New Orleans began the first class of my last workshop in the Master of Fine Arts 
program at Texas State in central Texas, start of a third and final year. Workshop, the 
most exciting of all classes, putting up for critique your own stories and novel excerpts 
and considering the writing of others on their own merits and in light of the author, the 
person you knew, to the extent you did. It can be seriously nerve-wracking, to be 
critiqued, that is to have your story critiqued, though you want it so much, to be read and 
considered, that is to have your work read and considered. Not so easy to maintain a 
distinction between your work and yourself. Workshop. This semester would prove to be 
different from previous ones due to the three new graduate students who took seats at the 
table and helped make the class for the ages, of the ages, by the ages – not least this age – 
at least to me. They were like literary divinities come to life – Zeus, the Angel, Loki. 
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