My Thoughts of Slidell After Katrina

By: Robert Binney

“And our lives are forever changed, we will never be the same. 

The more you change, the less you feel.”

- Billy Corgan, “Tonight, Tonight”


I have been listening to it for years, but was never convinced by the things they 

would tell me. Anyone who is from the same area as me knows exactly what I am talking 

about. I suppose the reason I found it so difficult to believe was because this city was my 

home, and I was so attached to it that I could never imagine it existing any other way than 

how I have known it all of my life. As far as I can recall, I have never expressed how 

much it bothered me to hear people say these terrible things to me. Now that the 

unthinkable has happened, I am holding nothing back. 


My friends, every single time you would tell me how much you hated Slidell, our 

hometown, I wished that you would just move away. You said that our city was plain, 

uneventful, and had no personality, when compared to other cities. I heard it so much that 

I was nearly convinced that everyone I knew considered themselves outsiders, but 

eventually I met people who felt the way that I did. I feel so sorry for them now. 


I know so many people in Slidell who have lost everything. My best friend and 

his family can now fit all of their possessions in one small corner of their den. Their 

house took in four feet of Lake Pontchartrain’s water. There are many other friends of 

mine in the same situation. I know local business owners who invested years into small 

enterprises that became non-existent in a matter of moments. Christmas will be much 

different this year. Instead of gifts, we are going to buy basic household needs to give to 

family members who have lost everything in the wake of this terrible storm. 


Personally, I feel lucky and miserable, all at the same time. My girlfriend and evacuated to Arkansas, so we did not have to face Hurricane Katrina when she made 

landfall as a Category 4 storm on August 29th. Fortunately, our homes were spared, but I 

do wish that we had taken two automobiles because her car was flooded. The day that we 

evacuated was a long one indeed. My stomach was in a million knots as I begged my 

family and friends to leave town for the storm. Eventually, some of them wound up 

staying in the same hotel as we did, but I worried myself sick until they finally arrived. 

They were some of the people who waited until the very last minute to evacuate. I 

remember packing my clothes, pictures, and poetry as the news broadcasters continually 

updated Katrina’s conditions on my television. 


I had just finished packing my suitcase when I heard a voice announce that 

Katrina was now a Category 5 storm with maximum sustained winds of 175 miles per 

hour. I looked up and took one last glance of the storm’s projected path, then turned off 

my television and walked into the living room. I stared at the hallway and thought about 

my parents. They were asleep, and had no idea just how powerful this storm had become.

When I walked out of my house, I called my girlfriend on my cell phone and told her that 

I was now on my way to pick her up. After I hung up, I spent about fifteen minutes 

staring at my house, occasionally glancing at the other houses in my circle. I did not 

know that I would be away for three weeks, living in hotels in Arkansas, Tennessee, and 

relatives’ homes in North Carolina. I did not know when I would return or what I would return to. I said a quick prayer, and got into my car. 


I loved my city and could not understand all of the people I knew that would 

constantly put it down. I could never stand the humidity and rainfall, so I realized that 

one day I would move to a drier region, but the hardest part would be letting go of the small city that I knew as home. I was a member of a local political organization, a 

parishioner of St. Luke’s Catholic Church and a regular visitor of many of the other local 

churches. I was a member of the city’s poetry society and a regular patron of most of the 

local coffee shops and restaurants. I was one of the few people I knew of who would visit 

Slidell’s museum in the historic “Olde Town” antique district. The museum is on Second 

Street, which is where Miles O’Brien interviewed Mayor Ben Morris on CNN a couple of 

days after the eye of Katrina passed through Slidell. 


Every place has a history and a personality, and despite what some disenchanted 

residents of my city may tell you, Slidell has an interesting story as well. I know my 

city’s history by heart, and I feel obligated to see to it that anyone who may read this will 

at least know a little bit about it. My city was founded in 1888, just six years after New 

Orleans began constructing the railroad that connects it to Meridian, and then to 

Cleveland. Our train station now sits between Olde Town and Heritage Park along Bayou 

Liberty (which also surged and ruined many homes and local businesses) and connects us 

to many large cities in the eastern region of the United States. Our city was named after 

John Slidell, one of the main Confederates involved in the Trent Affair, by his son-in-

law, Baron Erlanger. The street named for Erlanger was one of the flooded streets of 

Olde Town, which is also the location of City Hall and the Police Department. 


I have so many personal memories of the now devastated areas of Slidell that I 

would not be able to fit them into such a small essay. But there are a few very special 

places to me that I simply cannot leave out. When I was sitting in my hotel room in 

Arkansas and I saw the Mayor on television, the scene was nearly unrecognizable, until 

the camera panned out toward the gazebo of Griffith Park. I thought about Poetry Night, which was founded by two of my friends. We would meet up there every Thursday 

evening alongside other local young poets. We spilled so much of our passion on that 

gazebo even The Times Picayune took notice. I still have the newspaper article which 

includes my picture on the front page. On the last Saturday of every month, I would meet 

with city’s poetry society at the Slidell Cultural Center, also located in Olde Town. I used 

to frequent the Olde Town Soda Shop which was only a block away from UNO’s Slidell 

campus. I used to work at Evangeline’s, a café, which sat on the corner of Carey Street 

and Pontchartrain Drive. The day that my girlfriend and I returned to Slidell after the 

storm, we drove through these areas and the devastation broke my heart. 


I am sure that no one will forget the television footage of the I-10 Twin Span, as it 

resembled a jigsaw puzzle floating in Lake Pontchartrain. Like most people, I thought of 

the countless times I drove across those bridges, to Orleans Parish, and back to St. 

Tammany Parish. There were those early mornings of bumper-to-bumper traffic, and 

those late nights, you could drive as fast as you wanted and see the lake’s reflection of the 

moon on either side. I thought about those things as well, but I mostly thought about 

more personal moments. I remembered many of those nights where I wanted to be alone, 

as I sat beside the bridge, sometimes directly beneath it. Sometimes I would write in my 

notebooks, other times I would just smoke cigarettes and watch the lake for hours. On 

those particular nights I would nearly convince myself that Lake Pontchartrain only 

belonged to me, until the occasional automobile would pass across the bridge. 


Today, I feel disenchanted and disconnected from this city. I feel like I no longer 

belong here. Katrina has ravaged all of the areas that gave Slidell its history and 

personality. All that remains is the recent sprawl of businesses that you would find in any major city or suburb. I used to believe that I knew everyone who had lived here. I could 

tell you exactly how to get to their homes, or their favorite places around town. I know 

this cannot be true, but that is what I truly believed. Today, many of those people have 

been displaced and I could not tell you what state they may now be residing in. 

Personally, I feel like a stranger in my hometown. I see so many people at work or on the 

streets that I do not recognize. I feel a great deal of resentment when I am told to 

welcome these people who would not even be here if it were not for Katrina. 


I can tell you now that the Slidell I knew and loved is history. Everything that 

made this city unique is dead and gone, maybe not forever, but at least for the time being. 

All that remains is the lifeless skeleton of a once thriving major suburb I once called 

home a long time ago. These days, the only thing that I consider home is my house, 

which was fortunately spared, and I cannot wait to move away. I think of blues legend 

and Slidell native Clarence “Gatemouth” Brown. I remember watching him play 

countless times at local café in Olde Town. I read that his Slidell home was destroyed by 

Katrina, but he evacuated to Orange, Texas, the city where he was born. He died there a 

few days later. Although his death was attributed to cancer, I had read somewhere that 

the storm broke his heart. 


Tomorrow, I am going to fight the traffic caused by the overnight doubling of 

Slidell’s population. I will meet up with some of the friends I have not seen in a while 

because we have all been so busy since the storm. We will try to find an open restaurant 

or café to hang out, within the confines of their shortened hours of operation. Perhaps we 

shall order something to eat from their limited selection. Obviously, it will have to be 

someplace in the comparatively better portion of town, on the other side of the street named after Leon Fremeaux, the man who first laid out the blueprints of this city. When I 

see them, they may tell me that Slidell is some kind of hellhole with nothing special to 

offer. If they do, I am going to tell them that I hate this city and I plan on moving away as 

soon as it becomes possible. The mayor plans to bring life back to Slidell and restore the 

city to its former glory, and I have faith in him. I truly believe that this goal can be 

achieved. It is just too bad for me that I do not plan to be around here to see it. 

“And the embers never fade in your city by the lake,

The place where you were born.”

Billy Corgan – “Tonight, Tonight”

