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Katrina has transformed all of its survivors in one way: They have all

become storytellers, heroes of their own adventures. Teachers all across

the state have urged their students to write, and shown the way by writing

of their experiences themselves, making Katrina a teaching exercise. The

National Writing Project site at Southeastern Louisiana University, under

the direction of Richard Louth, has been collecting student and faculty

work since the storm; 50 writers are represented in "Katrina In Their Own

Words," words that describe our common experiences of hope, fear, anger and

determination.

Here are familiar tales of evacuation -- Melanie Plesh's tale of caravaning

with a friend -- not to mention with an overheated feral cat in her truck

-- to make a 58-mile journey in eight hours -- will strike a chord with

many who found themselves in jammed highway lanes, terrified and tense in

the face of forced patience. In one of the many post-storm ironies, she saw

her own highschool classroom on television, where she had posted a poem,

William Stafford's "For My Young Friends Who Are Afraid," on the wall. "I

lost almost all my 16 years of teacher stuff, but not that poem, that

innocent moment of putting the poem up there, of asking the children to

think on it." A companion piece, "Hotel Katrina," describes the "urban

camping" situations in which many found themselves, and writer David

Jumonville facing the challenge of hosting a houseful of hung-over New

Orleanians with no way to make coffee. Hotel Katrina eventually closes up

for business when Jumonville decides that he wants to move back to New

Orleans, but ends with the nagging worry of where everyone will take

shelter next time.

Then 5-year-old Hunter Johnson of Live Oak Elementary gives us a child's

eye view; "The wind almost blew my barn over. The wind was too strong; our

house got blown over on his back. My Dad and me had to go out and help him

get inside. The rain was trying to knock my house over."

Megan Hunt Pourciau celebrates the joys of family: "After the hurricane,

after about a week of no electricity and meals cooked on the barbecue pits

and sleepless nights spent swatting mosquitos as we slept on the porch, my

family finally managed to find a battery operated CD player. We missed

playing music while we ate dinner. It is a family ritual -- that once the

cooking begins, the television is turned off and we open a bottle of wine

and play music. Sometimes we dance. We play soul ul music like Billie

Holiday, Randy Newman, and Aaron Neville. Music that often speaks of our

culture." But after listening to Newman's "Louisiana 1927," which strikes

too close to present reality, the family turns to Bing Crosby's Christmas

album, uplifted by the promise of future "comfort and joy."

Richard Louth encouraged his students to write songs, and then Richard

Calmes put them to music. Spike Harris set to music a song by Paul Epstein

called "Katrina and Her Little Sister Rita." In a truly interdisciplinary

work, the participants came together to create a half-hour radio program

for KSLU, and a CD of that program accompanies the book. It is one thing to

read the words on the page, another to hear these voices, telling their

stories, and to listen to their words transformed into music. The CD is

narrated by KSLU station manager Todd Delaney.

This is yet another fine addition to the long communal narrative being

created every day. In addition to SLU, here are National Writing Project

sites at the University of New Orleans, Louisiana state University,

University of Louisiana at Lafayette, and Northeastern Louisiana

University. For a copy of "Katrina in their Own Words," send a check for

$15 made out to the SLU Development Foundation to Dr. Richard Louth, SLU

10327, Hammond, LA 70402.

