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K. BRAD OTT: My name is Brad Ott. I am interviewing Mary Gehman, who is a Katrina survivor. She wrote a pretty phenomenal piece (entitled) Chronology and notes about Hurricane Katrina. Basically, what I want to do with this interview was to interview Mary about the aftermath of the storm, beyond what she wrote, (offering) reflections about New Orleans.

BRAD: If you want to, (say) how old you are, where are you from originally. how long you have been (living) in New Orleans; (bringing us up-to-date) how you arrived to the point of Katrina.

MARY GEHMAN: Let me see if I can remember all these questions (laughter). First of all, I am a native of Pennsylvania; Bucks County, Pennsylvania, north of Philadephia. I came to New Orleans in 1970, and I have been here ever since, and fell in love with the city. I came here to get a journalism degree from Loyola University. I'm 61 (years old); and I am glad to say that, because I will be 62 in a few days (laughter). ... I was active in the Women's Movement in the 1970s and 1980s. I was co-founder of, and kind of kept together Distaff, the women's newspaper, a feminist weekly -- really monthly; that was in and out of publication various times up until 1981. Out of that experience, I incorporated into Margaret Media, Inc., and published the book Women and New Orleans. Later, with more research I published the book The Free People of Color of New Orleans. More recently, I published Touring Louisiana's Great River Road: The Mississippi River From Angola North to Venice South. I'm in the process of updating (the latter book). Almost all that I had in that book south of New Orleans is gone; so it's time to let travelers know what is down there. ... I am also a teacher of English at Delgado Community College for the past sixteen years -- that's what has paid my bills. ... 

BRAD: I read your chronology. It's a pretty amazing story. It (details) really two weeks, the week before the storm, (offering) a quick synopsis of how things were going for you, with your expections of a new semester (at Delgado Community College); then (reflecting upon) you not wanting to leave New Orleans (for Hurricane Katrina), and you having to endure what you did during the storm. An amazing story. [For the purposes of this interview, this story in its entirety will be attached (for) this oral history project (report) for people to read.]

MARY: I am happy to make it available, incidentially. I have emailed it to lots of people. I (have received) lots of positive responses in the sense that people get a slightly different perspective of what happened; and it also puts alot of things into context that had been sort of fragmented, helping people to understand just what we went through here.

BRAD: What a couple of people (who have read the piece) mentioned is that you are a white, 61-year-old woman who had the means to leave town, had you thought (you needed to), like your daughter-in-law and your son did (in advance of Hurricane Katrina). Yet you chose to remain. What alot of people have mentioned (to me) was that "Gosh, if I would had stayed, that would've been me." 

MARY: That's true.

BRAD: Alot of the stories that have come out of Katrina's (aftermath) have been from people who hadn't had the means to leave, and got caught in desperate situations. ...

MARY: I mentioned this in my account also. You have to understand that there were lots of people who might have -- and probably would have -- left, if they had the means.  It wasn't that they weren't scared. It was just "there's nothing we can much do, so let's make the best of it." 

BRAD: Have you been back to your house?

MARY: I was in Jackson, Mississippi as I mentioned in the account, through September. In late September, I was able to get back to New Orleans to visit. I saw the properties and saw what it was like (grimace) and  realized that I had to regroup (grimace). In a subsequent visit in early October, I had an offer to stay with friends Uptown, which solidified the possibility of coming back and spending some time here. I was already in touch with insurance companies, and had to set up appointments for adjusters, that kind of thing. I knew that was going to be extremely difficult to do from a long distance. I was really very grateful for the opportunity to move back. My car, obviously, you saw from the photos was completely gone (grimace). It was flooded over the (roof). I had a settlement on that and was able to get another vehicle in Mississippi, which gave me the possibility of coming back and forth. So many people don't have those two things: They don't have a vehicle, and they don't have a place to stay. I feel extremely lucky to have those two.

BRAD: Your main home was at 421 Manassas Alley?

MARY: 425 (Manassas Alley). Yes, I own four houses in that block. Through the years, I bought them up as elderly (neighbors) died. I had worked very hard to make a community of that; and I have good tenants and I was very pleased with that situation. Of course all four of those houses had flooded. I had one tenant who has come back. He lived in a little one-room place in the back. He's living there without electricity or gas (grimaces). But he has set up a propane heater; and he even has rigged up this (camper's) shower. He's a taxi driver. He was in Mississippi and was living in a tent out there -- he was just dying to get back. I am glad to have at leaast him on the premises to keep an eye on things.

BRAD: By the way, Manassas Alley is a block-long street between Tulane Avenue and Banks Street, right off of Broad. Tulane and Broad, you think of the jail, and you think of Mary's little neighborhood haven (laughter).

MARY: Catty-corner from the jail (laughs).

BRAD: What do you think about the city, post-Katrina? 

MARY: Well I think I express the thoughts of many many homeowners and property owners here, is that we are extremely frustrated, because there's no direction for us. What are we supposed to do?  We have no assurance of the levees being rebuilt, so that this will not happen again (grimaces). Shortly -- we're talking seven, eight months -- we're going to be in the same boat again, literally. I have a mortgage on the two new properties on Gravier Street. I (received insurance payments), but (the check) was made out to me and the mortgage people, so I had to bargain with them to get a little bit of money so I could replace a roof on one of the buildings, because it was in terrible condition. It's the idea that alot of people thought that "I will get the insurance money, and I can decide what to do." No. If the property is mortgaged, it belongs (also) to the bank, to the lender. So that's a kind of rude awakening for alot of us. (Also,) I don't know if I have to raise up alot of the houses (to meet the proper flood-protection standards), how high do I have to raise them up? Three, four feet? If I have to raise these little shotgun houses that are a hundred years old. It doesn't make (financially) sense to put in thirty, forty thousand dollars to raise them that high and rebuild the piers. I was very proud of being able to offer affordable rents with my properties. I am not interested in having luxury apartments. It doesn't make sense in the neighborhood, in the location where I am. And I don't want to live in my house, if there are no neighbors (grimaces) by myself. It's been a really complicated decision as to what to do. Yes, as we all say, we are waiting. We're in a "holding pattern". We're in limbo. But that means I'm in my fourth month with no rents coming in. I have mortgages due. Fortunately, I still have my job at Delgado. But that's also in the balance. We don't know what's going to happen in January. We have like a third of the former students have come back to enroll for the new semester. That means that somebody's job is going to be on the line. We don't know whose and how many.  And we don't know where we are going to be teaching on the Eastbank or Westbank, Slidell or whatever. So everything is so much up in the air. The stress and uncertainty of it, and NOT KNOWING, not being able to make any decisions has been really, very very difficult -- much more than I would had ever anticipated. I would have thought, "four months down the road, I'm going to be moving along here," or had sold the properties. But I can't even find a buyer -- nobody's buying in these neighborhoods yet. There's really nothing much to do but sit and wait. 

BRAD: Have you spent time cleaning out what you could out of your (once-flooded) houses?

MARY: I have. Out-of-pocket, I have to spend several thousand dollars in hiring a crew to clean out them. This was absolutely essential. It was basic to the whole situation. Hiring out a crew to clean out all the soggy mattresses and the furniture and the appliances, the stinky refrigerators, the rusted hot-water heaters and all that sort of thing. Those (were put out) and have pretty much been all picked up (though) there's still some refuse still lying around. They also cleaned up the yards of branches and debris on the outside, so the places look decent, and they are able to breathe -- all the windows are raised up and the air is flowing through the houses. The crew on Manassas even sprayed the walls and the floors, with some disinfectant that killed the mold. It's really impressive -- you don't see mold anymore.

BRAD: Did you have to break out sheetrock on your walls?

MARY: I haven't done any of that. Like I said, I am just waiting. Because that's where the real expense comes in. You really need to have a contract with somebody to break it out, and to put new sheetrock in, to float it and do all that. And I don't have the money. I haven't gotten the money yet from insurance. One insurance check went astray, because they had the wrong address. The adjuster came out, looked at my house, could have figured, "she's not living here," for the whole downstairs was empty; but he never thought to ask, "where do we send the check?" So it goes to my old address, and you know how (poorly delivered) the mail has been. That's been a major frustration, obviously (grimaces). I never got it. It has to be re-written and re-issued. That could be months down the road. Who knows? It has taken me days, days and days, on the phone, contacting, waiting for people to call back, to figure it all out (shakes head). ... I think I have finally have most of it together. The new properties I bought two weeks before the storm, for some strange reason, the flood insurance was changed to my name, but the storm and wind was not. Consequently, I had the bizarre experience of the former owner going out and talking with the adjuster! This was the one that needed a new roof. The former owner shows up, has no keys to the property. The adjuster looks at the roof and says "obviously you need a new roof. But what about interior damage?" (The former owner says) "(t)here's nothing wrong inside." But of course the ceilings have fallen down! How was he going to know that? He wasn't there. He hadn't been inside of (the properties since the sale). And it was just luck that I called the guy who I thought I had an appointment with, because the secretary got confused and had my phone number and set up an appointment. (The adjuster) didn't show. He called and said, "wait a minute, I had been out there. I talked with Mister so and so." But I said "he's got nothing to do with the property. It's my property." I'm still trying to untangle that. And the bank is unhappy too, worried that (the previous owner) is trying to get the (settlement). It's just crazy ... Those kind of things are so complicated. That's what impresses me so much about this whole situation. In the best of times, life is tough and you have to deal with a lot of things. But (in the wake of Katrina) everything is so slow, and one thing depends upon another. Overall, my frustration is that the leadership, not only in the city, but in the state and from the federal level -- there IS NO LEADERSHIP that I can see. There's no direction. I just feel lost and stuck. I don't think I have been ever more stuck in my life. I don't know where to turn. I don't know which way is a wise way to go. I loved my house. I want to get back into my house. But I am not going to invest every penny that I have, and then find out, "incidentially, you have to raise (the house) four feet," which means that all the plumbing has to be redone, the electrical wiring (and so on). (Incidentially) we don't have electricity in either of the neighborhoods where I have properties. I don't know when we'll have it. It's just very bad.

[Pause]

BRAD: Have you managed to drive through other areas of the city and see how (the conditions) are?

MARY: Yes, I have driven through quite a few areas. It's heartbreaking. It is absolutely heartbreaking. I think what impresses anybody who goes through those areas, is the magnitude of the devastation. Not only (neighborhoods) of very poor people, but also people lost homes. Everybody is in this same holding pattern, not knowing what to do. When I first got back (to New Orleans) and drove around, I was just blown away by the magnitude of the catastrophy. I am really concerned that I don't think that Washington and the rest of the country is really aware how serious this has been for all of us.

BRAD: Reflecting a little bit back on your experience, why was it that you really stayed (and not evacuate beforehand)? What faith did you have that things were going to turn out alright?  Reading your account, you noted that friends and family were leaving in (advance of Katrina). And yet you dug in your heels and stayed.

MARY: I titled that section of the account, "Feeling terribly conflicted to go or stay". It wasn't that I wanted to stay. I wasn't feeling particularly brave about the situation. It was that I had two elderly outdoor dogs, that don't do well in traffic in a car. I would not have done well wherever I was welcomed to come. But that was not the overriding thing. It was more the idea that I had a two-story house. I had thought this out in my mind: "If water comes up downstairs, I could always take the important things -- like papers and some books -- I could take those things upstairs and live upstairs. I could have the dogs upstairs." In other words, if I had a one-story house, I wouldn't have considered it. I would've thought it was crazy (to stay). I was thinking that it would be okay to live upstairs. Which it was. I could have stuck it out. Some people did. I've met people since that just stayed and that was it. At night, it was very hot. There was no electricity: no fans or air conditioning. Also there was a question for me, a woman alone, staying in an area where there was nobody else, or very few other people. And it was so unnerving at night. It was so dark. I could hear gunshots, way in the distance, not right around me. But it made me very uncomfortable.  Then I also mentioned (in my account) that the house -- I had no way of determining how strong my house was. I thought it was pretty strong, but I heard this kind of creaking noise, almost like wood cracking and separating upstairs. I began to realize, I couldn't stay here. I thought me and the dogs would be fine. But what if the roof falls in. I can't survive that kind of thing. It was foolhardy for me to stay. Also, almost up to the end, I had called various friends, and they said "Oh yeah I'm staying..." Then on Sunday afternoon, I began calling those same people and they didn't answer their phones, so I started to think I should think about leaving. I write about that I DID LEAVE. I found a neighbor I could pay to take care of the dogs for me for a day or two. Then I get out on the highway and I realize "darn it I did not have alot of gas."  Maybe I will find gas -- but there were no gas stations open. That was kind of a revelation to realize that it was simply too late. I couldn't have gone if I had wanted to. I think that all the talk about contraflow and getting stuck in traffic for thirty hours to get to Baton Rouge, to me it makes no sense to go through all that if you don't have to. I wasn't convinced that we would have to evacuate.

BRAD: Did you evacuate for Hurricane Ivan (in 2004)?

MARY: No, I never evacuated. Not for (Hurricane) Georges and not for Ivan. Never. It made me sounding smug, but I was glad I didn't.  I heard horror stories from friends who had gone (laughs) and nothing happened to me. The house was fine and I spent alot of that time reading and catching up on work at my desk. So I felt really good about it. But as I mentioned in my account, there were some things I didn't figure on. I really didn't figure on the energy it takes to carry all these things upstairs, (after) waking up in the middle of the night and realizing the water was coming up that high, and having to run around in the middle of the night with a flashlight trying to find things. That I had never figured on. It's amazing, you cannot stand -- I've told lots of people this -- "You cannot stand in the middle of your living room or your kitchen and imagine five feet of water! You just can't imagine it. And you can't imagine what is going to happen when that water comes in and it is foul-smelling and its sewerage, with an oil-sheen on top of it." You cannot picture that. ...  The point is though that this not a natural disaster. It is a MAN-made disaster. I put the emphasis on the man (laughs), for there were no women on the Corps of Engineers when all those decisions were made, and the contractors did their dirty deeds. But the point is had it not been for the breaking of the levees, we would be in good shape here. This was not the big one. Everybody says it was the big (hurricane), but it was NOT the big one. It was A big one, but not the big one, and the damage was not done by the storm. It was done by the breaking of the levees; by MrGO (the Mississippi River Gulf Outlet) and all these channels that (allowed) water to come into the city.  This was something we could not have foreseen at that particular time. Yes, we've all been warned. We're living in a fishbowl and this kind of thing. But nobody short of Mayor Nagin, when he said "this is the Big One. Everybody get out." It seemed meladramatic to me. I also realized that forced evacuation doesn't mean somebody's going to come and drag you out of your house. It means simply the City is covering its butt by saying "this is serious -- you have to get out. And if you don't get out, don't call "911" and don't expect any help -- so you can't sue us later." When I realized that, I don't want to sue anybody anyway. I will take the consequences with what happens to me, so I can stay. It's a very mixed-message kind of thing.

BRAD: When it was almost a day after it started flooding when you decided to leave the house ...

MARY: The storm was over with Monday, by maybe three o'clock in the afternoon. All the wind died down. The sun didn't come out. It was still overcast, but it really was okay. The water had risen dangerously-high outside. I was watching this arroyo or stream going by. I was thinking: "I hope they turn on the pumps pretty soon." When they turn the pumps on it would be gone within twenty-four hours and it would be okay. It was that evening, about six o'clock, I was watching carefully outside, because it had come up to the top step on my porch there. I was watching and I realized that the water was rising, but very slowly. In other parts of the city they said it came in eight minutes and the whole area was flooded. We didn't have that in Mid-City. I think it was because it had to go around all these buildings and everything to get to us. So it was very very slow in rising. It was about seven (o'clock) or so when it started coming in under the door and through the baseboards and everything. Then I realized we were goners, when I was listening to this wind-up radio (not requiring batteries) that I have and they said there's a break in the levee. I said, "That's it. There's nothing we can do about that." 

BRAD: Then you took a boat -- you ended up on the Broad Street Overpass?

MARY: That was Tuesday, the next day. 

BRAD: After you were on the overpass for a day or two, did you regret leaving your house?

MARY: You know I didn't. There was some comfort in being in numbers up on the overpass. I never felt scared up there. I never felt like somebody was going to attack me. I was so vunerable in my house. Even with the dogs, somebody could just come in with a pistol and the dogs are gone, and make mince-meat out of me. On the overpass there were about three-hundred of us civilians. I never had the sense that anybody was going to do me bad, steal my bookbag with my laptop (computer) in it. Never once did I thought this -- where are they going to take it? (laughs) I mean there was no way to get out of there (laughs). I didn't regret it in that sense. I was kind of glad also that I was somewhere there was a chance of moving on, because we kept being promised there was a bus that was going to pick us up. I was just thinking, "oh I'm just waiting for the bus." And I could've never gotten the bus from my house (because of the flooding).

BRAD: But ultimately, the bus never came. And didn't you have to walk to the Superdome? Isn't that correct?

MARY: We were ferried by boat in front of the public library (Main Branch, Loyola and Tulane Avenues) to wait for the bus. Then the bus never came. So the National Guard finally told us we had to go to the Superdome. So we had to walk to the Superdome, wading through the water. Then eventually, eight hours of waiting in line in that mob at the Superdome to get out. That to me was the final straw, was the craziness of the Dome. Nobody could've ordered people to stand decently in line. And (they) could've cleared the garbage. I described how I had to climb up over mattresses that had fallen out of the Hyatt Regency (Hotel) windows; (as well as) folded Army cots and chairs people had discarded. We had to climb up over all that stuff. It was just too crazy. I found it so disturbing. The idea that nobody did the simplest of things, like organizing the people and we're going to clean out this trash here so people can walk. It was just "everybody to themselves" and "each to his or her own."

BRAD: Beyond waiting in limbo here awaiting the authorities to act (as you have mentioned), what do you see as your future here?

MARY: I don't see any future. It is all just vague and gray. I don't know. So much depends upon the decision to either just leave my properties and live somewhere else, or decide to plunge in and fix them up and do what has to be done. Until that decision is made, I don't see where the decision is going to come and when it is going to come. One thing always follows the other.

BRAD: If you could imagine a good solution at this point, how would it look like?

MARY: (wry laughter) I am very grateful I am not in the Mayor's shoes or the Governor's shoes because it is a real mess. A solution I would say first of all that a very very clear message is sent to Washington -- a unified message from everybody involved, that we need Catagory 5 levees. And we need to rebuild the wetlands and close MrGO. All of these are sort of "wish lists" and I don't see them happening.

BRAD: If the current were strengthened, some have suggested they were supposedly Catagory 3 but they never built to that standard. If they were actually built to that standard, what would you think then? Would you think it would be worthwhile to rebuild?

MARY: It depends, because again, we have so many people who won't be able to come back. I get a little tired of people saying "the culture of New Orleans..." Somebody was talking the other day (exclaiming): "What culture? You talk about being poor? Or bad schools? Are you talking about all the high crime?" I think we're getting nostalgic for the old New Orleans and we forget that the old New Orleans was a mess! There were many times when I was ready to turn my back on this place; especially given the challenges of living in some of these neighborhoods. I was just sick of being the only one of picking up the litter and the garbage and the only one who recycled and the only one who called the police when people would blast music at twelve o'clock at night. I don't know. The culture that we're so fond of referring to, to preserve that culture and bring it back again, without some solutions to the enormous problems we faced pre-Katrina. I don't know what the city is going to look like again. if it is going to be a yuppie, sort of upper-middle class, predominately white city, then we have lots of other places where we can live. We don't have to put up with the (substandard) levees and all that. There's lots of places where we can move to where we can have pretty much the same feeling. On the other hand, we have such enormous opportunity with this. It has shaken things up. It has given us the chance to rearrange not only our own lives, but the whole city's life. I don't know. I don't (now) see the kinds of opportunities for people who belong here, who were here before and belong and deserve to have the right to come back. ... The (housing) projects are all closed up. They are not only all closed up, but heavy-metal doors have been put on units so (former tenants) cannot go in if they want to. That bothers me. Some decisions were made in the dark of night that the reasons for have not been communicated to people. I am very muddled as to my feelings as to what the "new" New Orleans should look like and be like. On the one hand, we talk about Holland, and their (flood-control storm barrier) structure, and Kobe, Japan (being rebuilt after an earthquake ten years ago). In today's (Times-Picayune), they reported that town in North Dakota (Grand Forks) forced people to give up large communities that were wiped out. But then people were given something in return; and it seems like they settled into whatever the trade-off was. We don't know what the trade-off is going to be here. There's no vision for the trade-off. And while I would not be adverse to seeing my neighborhood cleared, I would want my five little shotgun houses there that are so wonderfully-built. I would like them maybe moved somewhere, where they can stay intact and be there. Why destroy all this? That's another thing that really appalls me about the situation -- the waste. I mean, you see what people are throwing out. Every block should have a furniture refinisher on it, and a shop to where people can take electrical items that need just another plug or something. It is awlful about the waste. And where is it going? Into another landfill that was illegal to begin with? This is just beyond the pale. It is hodge-podge and it is going to continue as hodge-podge and just going to be a mess. Unless something unusual happens in the next couple of months -- and I don't know if I want to live in a hodge-podge mess. I don't know if I want to put my energy and money into that. I think that's the real challenge to this, to decide what to do.

BRAD: You had mentioned in your story that your son was going to work on their new house (before changing his mind and evacuating with his wife). How did their house fare?

MARY: Their house amazingly got no water. They had a little roof damage -- more than a little (for) they have to get another roof -- but they can live in their house, and that's what they are now doing. 

BRAD: Where is this house?

MARY: Out at the lakefront. The house is in the gem streets' -- Topaz. It so happens that area, his block and a few others, was built on a kind of a knoll and they did okay (smiling). They are very fortunate, and they know it (laughs). However, they also have reservations about the future. What is going to happen?. They are trying raise a son -- now eighteen-months old -- and they are very concerned about bringing him back into the neighborhood because of the dust and everything. He's back, but can't play outside because the ground is so bad, satuated (nearby) with all the (floodwater residues). It is a question for them too: Do they want to be a part of the "new" New Orleans? They can't decide, but they both have jobs here, so that will make a difference (about their future here). And of course that means that I want to stay near them. My feeling in general, just from reading everything that is going on, and listening and talking with people, is that more and more headquarters for things are moving to Baton Rouge. I see Baton Rouge as being the locus, the center of the state, in a mere couple of years. New Orleans is going to become more "playground", tourism and so on. It will still have the port. But I don't think it is going to support the kind of city and population that it did before. That can be both good and bad. But it means that it is going to be a different place. Quite different than what we have today. It probably will mean fewer social problems than we have had. But it will also mean that living here is going to have a different feel to it. I don't know. I despair as a writer and an artist. I dispair about the future of the music here, the future of a lot in general. The soul of New Orleans has always been in the poor communities, in the funky little joints and that kind of thing. That's what the writers write about. And that's what the musicians reflect in their work. And the artists -- in the primitive-ness of it all. ... Once that's gone, and I don't see it coming back -- where is it coming back? And is it even a good thing to come back? But once it is gone, that soul or whatever they call New Orleans, the soul of it -- I think it is an endangered species. I just don't know. Why hasn't "soul" developed in Los Angeles or Atlanta? There are reasons for that. I don't feel too optimistic about it.

BRAD: You wrote a book entitled The Free People of Color of New Orleans. Where do you see the descendants of that community in the wake of Katrina?

MARY: That's a very good question. There was an article by Susan Salny in the New York Times back in October. She interviewed me for that, along with Sybil Kein. You know Sybil -- you know she's moved to Nactchitoches. Interesting enough, I got a call from her recently. They are going to start a Creole-Studies Program at (Northwest Louisiana University). She is delighted. It is something she has dreamed of her whole life. And of course she wants me to come up and teach. But I said "whoa, let's think about this a little bit." I think for the Creole community here in New Orleans, it has been dealt a very serious blow. There's no question about it. However, as I told Susan Salny for The New York Times' piece, I don't think the institutions that are inherently Creole, such as St. Augustine High School, Xavier Prep, The Autocrat Club, The Young Men of Illinois, the debutante balls and so on -- I don't think all of that overnight is all just going to disappear.  I think vestiges of it will reappear. It will be scaled-back, just as the universities and everything else is scaled-back. But I think there will still be a presence here. I don't know if the future of Creoles and Creole-awareness and the culture -- I think it has already moved to Houston, frankly. There are just tons and tons of Creoles who have moved to Houston. There's French Town, ever since the 1930s and 1940s; it was the community where many many Creoles from New Orleans settled in Houston. Downtown Houston, which has become sort of seedy and taken over by mostly Hispanics, those people have moved like those moving out of Treme and out to New Orleans East, alot of the Creoles in Houston have moved out of French Town and into other parts. The point is I think is that the culture is moving toward the (Texas-Louisiana) state line, like to Nactchitoches and Lake Charles, and onto Houston. I think that the focus that was always put upon New Orleans for Creole culture and family life and so on, unfortunately has been dealt a really serious blow -- not killed and down and out -- but it is going to take a long time to recover even a shadow of what it was before.

BRAD: You also wrote the book Women and New Orleans. What is you view as to how Hurricane Katrina affected women in New Orleans in terms of politics, beyond which the storm has impacted everyone?

MARY: I think it is a bit ironic that we have had Kathleen Blanco, our first woman-Governor, the highest office the state can offer is held by a woman. I am not able to say at this point whether she has done a decent job. I think she has been perceived as being "weak" unfortunately. She has been criticized because of her clothes and her hair, which is so, so unfair. When was the last time that you heard that (former Louisiana Governor) Foster wearing a wrong-colored vest, or having a bad hair day?

BRAD: You characterized Governor Blanco as appearing "weak". I thought though that she was just empathizing with us...

MARY: She even said herself that one of the problems (of viewing her style) was not even being a woman necessarily, but being the kind of person she is, a former teacher, a mother and wife, that she tends to be concillatory and empathetic -- that is what comes across as weakness in some cases. She commented on that in public, if she had something to do differently, would she maybe been a little "harder". And for women that is always a conumdrum, it's ways a Catch-22, as women being caring, the nurturers -- supposedly, as if men can't be as caring and nurturing. She has certainly made all of us women think -- what would we had done in that case? Women have been educated and acculturated to be the carers and nurturers; and I think that was what she was trying to do. (Blanco) was being very honest about feeling deeply for the people and the plight we were in. But she was also being a politician. And in today's (Times-Picayune), there was a lot of interesting information about the fact that it was a question of who's going to be in control. Do you just yield all control to the federal government? What about the state government? What about (Mayor) Nagin and city government? Where do all those things fit in? She's as much a victim of The Press and the perception of the media craze as anybody. On the other hand this raise real issues for women in political positions. Now (United States Senator) Mary Landrieu I think came off a little better. She's in a different position. I am proud of her and to see what she has been doing. Between her and Blanco, women has some really interesting role models.

BRAD: You came out of the progressive-Left political tradition. What have you seen since the storm of the progressive or liberal community?

MARY: My view of the liberal community here is that it has always been fragmented, and fairly ineffective because of that fragmentation. You see some people marching, but you don't see hundreds and hundreds of us marching. Leadership on the Left doesn't seem to be very strong. I think all of us who are progressive in the city identify with the issues that the people are marching about. But we're also burdened with our own problems and our own situations. I don't see that the progressives are particularly different than they have always have been (sigh). (Katrina) may have stirred us up a little bit, but I don't see any major leadership coming out of it.

BRAD: Two bastions of liberalism in New Orleans, The Community Church and First Church Unitarian Universalist, were both devastated by the storm. What do you see going on with them (in the wake of Katrina)?

MARY: One of my frustrations as a long-time Unitarian in this city has been that we have had two churches -- two small struggling churches in the city. I have worked personally, in a very personal way for quite a while to try to get the two churches achieve an réproachment -- to get us together because together it seems to me we would be a much more effective institution instead being separated. Oddly enough, this storm has brought us together, worshipping together and getting to know each other on a personal basis. I hope if nothing else comes out of this,  I hope that we have one united (Unitarian Universalist) church in the city; and that consequently that our efforts will be more concentrated and not spent on how are we going to pay the bills. 

BRAD: Do you have any closing thoughts about what you see the future bringing (in the wake of Katrina)?

MARY: No, except that it's the frustration and the lack of any vision about what's going to happen here. It is very disturbing and very troubling. Overall, I am not given to depression or to giving up, as you know -- I am pretty much a fighter. But we all have to pick our battles. And I am a little worried that New Orleans may not be the battle; it may not be worth it, with all the things going on. I hope I'm wrong, I really do. And I do see some rays of light. It's a mixed bag. It is a very very mixed bag. I just don't know. As I have said, I am stuck (grimaces), and cannot figure out what personally to do, and cannot figure out on a larger-scale what to do. I am very adverse to abandoning a sinking ship. I want to be here. I want to be a part of the rebuilding of New Orleans -- but I don't know what "rebuilding" means. I don't know who it includes, who it excludes.  I do NOT want to be a part of a yuppified, gentrified neighborhood. That's never been my goal or interest. I like mixed neighborhoods. I like diverse neighborhoods. I don't know -- alot remains to be seen. What is it, three and a half months later, we don't really know much. We're just little babies starting out together. I think we need all the people we can get. It bothers me that people like Ira who we just talked to, that Ira Nirenberg is leaving. Some of our best and brightest are going to be gone. As I mentioned with the New York Times interview about the Creoles, we have had brain-drains, major brain-drains from the African American community, the Creole community, and the white community. We have to remember that our population, pre-Katrina was decreasing, not increasing. I don't know, after Katrina, how we can just pull all this together and suddenly come out smelling like roses. It isn't about to happen.  We have the French Quarter, the Central Business District, and we have the port. The Superdome is going to survive. And I think all that is going to be the focus of the city. I don't it going much further than that. I am troubled by the developers coming in and putting up ... very mundame houses. They can't possibly strive for the wonderful cypress and bargeboard houses. We're throwing all that out and building new. I do realize that change is necessary. It is good in many cases. And if it means good decent housing, better schools, I'm for it. We have to be realistic about it. I am sorry we squandered much of our housing stock, letting it go into such terrible disrepair, that it is now not worth saving in many cases. Consequently, we are left with some real hard decisions about what survives and what doesn't. Overall, I don't feel any better today than I did during my first visit back to the city; and a couple days after Katrina. I am just wondering where to go from here and what's going to happen. I don't see the direction yet.
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