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Hurricane Katrina was the most devastating disaster to ever hit the

United States. Its path of destruction in Mississippand Southeast
Louisiana is unparalleled, only to be compounded by the near total
inundation of the City of New Orleans. The challenges facing the New
Orleans Fire Department (NOFD) during the storm and response in
the aftermath are unprecedented. Our pregredness, training, skill, and determination
allowed us not only to respond but also to excel under the most adverse conditions,
conditions which seemed to overwhelm most other governmental agencies.

The following narrative of life-changing events attest to our deep pride in being
firefighters and members of our remarkable profession. The assertive thinking and
courageous actions of the firefighters we have had the pleasure of working with is very
humbling. Although every heroic story may never be toldhe many unsung heroes in our
department deserve to have their story told. This narrative is our effort to tell their story.

The following accounting is our recollection (with the assistance of several officers
whose actions were above and beyond the noral call of duty). The difference between
success and failure is not always a lack of strength or a lack of knowledge, but rather a lack
of will. Their will to step up and take on managing this huge incident defined who they are
and the purpose they servelt became our starting point of achievement.
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FRIDAY, AUGUST26
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eastward of New Orleans. Although awareness is always heightened when there is a
hurricane in the Gulf, no one realized the devastating threat that would soon emerge. In
fact, asMuscular Dystrophy Association (MDA) Chairman for Firefighter Local 632, Chief
Hampton proceeded with the press conference and kickoff of our annual furdising drive
scheduled that morning for 10:00 a.m. at Engine 1's quarters. NOFD Superintendent
Charles Parent, several city council members, MDA regional officials and poster children,
along with the news media, all attended. We were oblivious to the coming catastrophe. The
event went well, and an aggressive fund
raising week had been kicked off.

So mary storms have entered the
waters of the Gulf of Mexico in recent years,
and the New Orleans area has been
fortunate to have escaped time and time
again. When Hurricane Katrina made its
way across the Florida Keys, it was hardly
noticed. On Friday, August @, while sitting

= : : in the Superdome watching the Saints battle
the Ravens, Chief McConnell received a phone call from a friend in New York telling him the
odds that the storm would hit New Orleans had increased. He assured his friend that we
were safe; all he while knowing he needed to find a television and update the coordinates
of this killer storm. The City of New Orleans had been spared the impact of a storm of this
nature for many years, and, as fate would have it, our luck was about to run out.

The New Orleans Fire Department (NOFD) had an extensive plan on how we would
prepare for and react to a catastrophic y- :
hurricane hitting our city. The research |
we had done in preparing for such an
event told us that the potential for severe
flooding and wind damage was great in a
city where the majority of land is below
sea level and the Historic French Quarter|
has buildings nearly 300 vyears old.
Although hundreds of its buildings were |
lost in two great fires in the late 1700s, §
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attest to the beauty and charm of the
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SATURDAY,AUGUST 27:
PREPARINGFOR THE WORST

— S— The first platoon reported for work. Discussions that
& BMERGINGY ALL morning were focused on the newest storm coordinates and the
=l r anxiety that comes yvith a Category 5 threatEspecially the one

bl that was now knocking at our door. The storm now had our full
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' engine house wascontacted to ensure that all of its storm

preparations had been finalized, including contacting representatives at target occupancies

such as hospitals, nursing homes, and evacuation shelters that had been identified in{pre

hurricane familiarizations. Ead engine company topped off its fuel tanks and touched base

with established contact personnel at their preplanned areas of last refuge. These
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the department confident tha we were ready to handle anything Mother Nature could send
our way.

That morning the 8th District responded to a onealarm working fire in a single-
family residence. With the exception of Chief Hampton, who strained his shoulder and back
as a result of 8pping on a slick surface, the fire was basically uneventful to everyone else.
He chose to remain on duty. The chance that Hurricane Katrina would hit New Orleans was
becoming incredibly likely. Little did he know at this time that his choice would pave path
of personal destiny given rise to managing an incident of historical proportions.

Late that evening, an alstation message announcing that all first platoon fire
department members would be held over the next morning came across the radio. Chief
Hampton awoke at 0500 hours with considerable pain. He already knew how important it
would be for him to stay on duty. He felt his firefighters needed him and that he could make
a difference. The thought of leaving never entered his mind.

On Sunday, Agust 28, third-platoon ; gt

members reported to duty at 0700 hours, £ i o
and the majority of second platoon =0 URLE RO B :
members reported throughout the day, well s 0 B AT ;g* '

aware that if they waited there would be
little chance to report on time Monday |,

morning during the predicted height of the Rt -y g o LN
storm. Throughout the course of continued S RIS == = S 00
preparation, everyone closely monitored i~ BREAKING REWS *©
the television as the storm strengthened BRET OF KATRINA TING
and set a course directly for the Louisiana HEW DRLEANS R ‘n’ﬂ W

Mississippi Gulf Coast.

The three platoons worked well together, strictly adlering to the hurricane
guidelines we had already begun the day before. The NOFD has a formal hurricane
guidelines book that was developed by a committee chaired by District Chief Gary Savelle
with the assistance of District Chief Tim McConnell. These prat@es would serve as an
excellent guide to give the NOFD the ability to survive and respond to a storm that
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A staff meeting was scheduled for 1000 hours at fire headquarters for all chiefs and
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that could flood eastern New Orleans, the 9th Ward, and Mid City; swamp much of the West
Bank, Plaguemines, and St. Bernard Parishes; and flood North Shore areas. At the time, no

one knew how deadly accurate this prediction would be. Although in the final analysi$ha

disaster proved to be caused by a civil engineering error instead of the sole wrath of
Mother Nature. We were to prepare our districts for the worst, closely adhering to NOFD

hurricane guidelines with close attention to preparations for our safe placefdast refuge.

PLACEOF REFUGE

| Naval Support Activity statbned in Algiers had all bugged out without
| warning. This was particularly disturbing news at this late time,

They immediately began searching for a new location.
Fortunately, after extensive search, they found the Little:
Sisters of the Poor nursing home at Woodland and General
DeGaulle. The home was six stories high and had a backup
generator with a four- to six-day supply of fuel. Bob and Rich,
the two maintenance men, said the home could easily
accommodate the 8th District. This West Bank site later turned
out to be a very fortuitous selection. Everyone was relieved to_’
find such a favorable locatio on such short notice. The District &
began preparations for the move and continued securing the
flood-prone firehouses which would later be abandoned for §#

Chief Paul Andrieu and Chief Hampton returned to their
assignment in the 8th District and received a status update from all
our company officers. They confirmed a report that personnel at the

' especially since the department had a letter of commltment to allow

AOAOUT T A8O POI OAAGCET T8 " A& OF AT T PA
relocate apparatus, personnel, and nessary provisions and
equipment to the Woodland location.

The area of last refuge for most of the 2nd District is a Hilton hotel located at the
foot of Canal Street on the river. By early Sunday evening, the winds had increased to a
point where it was nolonger safe to respond, and the companies moved their apparatus to
the elevated garage in the hotel, which could house 14 pieces of apparatus from the second
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inquiry with security for other arrangements revealed that the hotel was over capacity and

this was the only space available. Everyone was assured that since the hotel formed-a U
shape around the pool area, they should be safe from flying debris breaking the glass. The



New Orleans Police Department and Levee Police shared the adjoining rooms, and all began
to settle down and familiarize themselves with the surroundings.

Sometime ketween 1900 and 2100 hours, wind gusts began to exceed 40 mph.
Under the hurricane guidelines, this wind speed automatically triggeredompanies to go
out of service and stage apparatus to higher ground. Eighth District apparatus were all
staged on the highrise bridge over the Intracoastal Waterway. Members also parked their
personal vehicles on the bridge. We continued to hear companies go out of service across
the city, with the exception of some 5th District companies that were fighting a working
fire. We later heard the fire was brought under control and companies had retreated to
their last place of safe refuge at Mercy Hospital. The entire NOFD was now in a posito
ride out the storm and wait for the winds to fall below 40 mph, at which point we could
again respond to calls.

That evening 8th District members met and congregated in the hallways at
Woodland. A media report predicting 56foot storm surges andhigh-rises toppling created
a great deal of anxiety. On seeing the uneasiness growing to a serious concern, Chief
Hampton promptly called for a District meeting. Several members, including a couple of
officers, felt everyone should leave the building andvacuate from the city. Chief Hampton
made it very clear that he was staying and that leaving was not only more dangerous but
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emergency is what firefighters train for. Thisis who we are, and this is what we do. This is
what we are all about. Anyone who did leave would be considered deserting. No one left.

They just needed some reassurance that someone was in control and that they were going
to be okay.

Hurricane Katrina pounded the building. Power was knocked out before midnight.
Windows were busted. Driving rains pierced frames and cracks. The skylights were blown
off. Roofing materials and debris filled the stairwells. Water poured in from all directions.
Some say theydit the building sway. Outside, trees and telephone poles snapped. Nearby
homes, buildings, and roofs were ripped open. This building apparently could bend but
would not break. The generator kicked on, and the entire building operated pretty
efficiently under emergency power.

Having survived the night, radio
reports had the storm wobble just enough to
the east. New Orleans would not take g
direct hit. This welcome news, along with the - ——
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seemed to ease a great deal tdnsion. NOFD 5 4 b )
members began to feel the worst had passed
Although the eye did not actually pass Ne
Orleans until around noon on August 29, thefa
weaker side of the storm felt far less
threatening than that which loomed the night
before.




COMMUNICATIONS DOWN

Although the adjacent canal filled to the brim, the surrounding streets and the
parking lot remarkably did not flood. This was in stark contrast to what was happening on
the East Bank.

In the 2nd District, most members had settled down sometimefter midnight
knowing that immediately after the storm they would have their hands full for quite some
time. At 0500 hours on Monday morning, all hell broke loose. The glass wall that stood
between them and Katrina shattered. It probably took all of 15 sm®nds for the 20 or so
captains and chiefs sleeping on the floor of the meeting room turned dorm to gather their
possessions and evacuate to the hallway. Thanks to the quick thinking of one of the
captains, the rest of the 75 members were spared having theuspended ceiling in the
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From this point on, things
deteriorated quickly. Glass windows and
skylights had shattered throughout many =
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all power was lost. Most guests were o '” ““ VO
relocated to the huge ballrooms on the §i& \AE
second floor. However, many guestsjjiESEEEs.
remained on upper floors, where windows

had blown in, stranding them in the hallways.
Firefighters spent the rest of the day assigtig . ca IS E X
people with emergencies throughout the 29story hotel. In many cases, they literally
carried guests down 20 or more flights of stairs, retrieved heart medication from their
rooms, freed them from stuck elevators, and simply comforted them and convincedem
that the best solution was to remain in the security of the hallways outside of their rooms.
Adding to the panic of the guests and frustration of everyone in general were reports we
received from the radio around 1000 hours of levees breaking and cang widespread
flooding throughout the metropolitan area.

By late afternoon, reports of flooding on the East Bank began to come into the 8th
District. Yet, no one could fully comprehend to what extent New Orleans would be
devastated. By 1400 hours Mondaythe winds had died down enough to allow us to return
to the streets and begin our initial windshield survey. This designates that each company
return to its first up territory and size up damages, first, to target occupancies and then
assess other hazardsn their areas such as collapsed buildings, downed power lines, gas
leaks, and blocked streets, and report them through their chain of command to
headquarters. These explorations revealed a great deal of wind damage including collapsed
buildings and fallen trees. However, after the reports we had received earlier, we were
surprised that we encountered no flooding in the 2nd or 8th Districts. These geographic
areas encompass central city, downtown, the central business district, the French Quarter
and the entire west bank of New Orleans, subdivisions of the city that run along the
Mississippi River corridor. These sections were spared because the land is higher from silt
deposited during millions of years of the river overflowing its banks each spring prioto
the construction of levees. This was not the case in 80 percent of New Orleans, where
catastrophic levee failures were causing the rest of the city to fill with flood waters.




Compounding our situation was the fact that we were losing communications padly. To

add chaos to mayhem, the radio system for fire, police, and EMS went down between 1800

and 1900 hours. It would remain out for three days. The Federal Emergency channel

became the only functioning channel for thousands of emergency responders rfinovarious
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Communication was sporadic at best. Telephone lines were down. Most radio and cell

towers were severely damaged. Sketchy information came intermittently. To ake matters

worse, most of us were unable to get in touch with our families. A new level of anxiety set

n.

MEETINGS ANDPLANNING

Chief Hampton, sensing the need to get a more direct
and closer feeling for the mindset of all of hidirefighters
called a meeting at 1900 hours. This could happen only in an

't. _PLEA : open forum. Listening to and knowing the mood of all
- ' personnel would give direction on how strongly he needed to
address them. We had to build a real sense of oneness, of
depending on one another. Our collective strength would be
derived only from complete unity. Only through discipline,
direction, chain of command, and teamwork would we be
able to get through this most chaotic time. Focus, cooperation, and determination would
provid e the keys to our success.

Our meeting went well. Members appeared more composed, and even encouraged,
that we would survive on our own. Seeing the effectiveness in this form of management, an
organizational and tasksetting meeting was scheduled for evgr morning with the officers




and a district meeting with all members after dinner every night. It was important to
continually assess and evaluate our situation as well as the emotional attitude and well
being of all personnel. With the district structuresolidly in place, all members were now
functioning extremely well.

Since dispatch was down, there was no system for notifying the fire department of
fires. Our only means of detection was to establish roving patrols and receive alerts from
police and private citizens. Windshield surveys showed a need for establishing dedicated
response routes and to continuously clear new routes to enhance our response capabilities.
We divided the district into two platoons. We alternated duties into fire response and
support. We had the dual responsibility of running and supporting a mincity as well as a
mini-fire department in Algiers. We were cut off from the rest of the world. All roads in and
out were under water from swollen and overflowing drainage canals. We werentirely on
our own, but our firefighters were absolutely up to the taskAccepting the disconcerting
challenges in front of us would later yield an inner pride of our exemplary
accomplishments.

REPORTSOF LAWLESSNES

Rumors of civil unrest, looting,and a city out of control came to us by way of the
multiple police jurisdictions that began to take refuge with us in the evening. They
appreciated having a comfortable, safe place to stay and had no problem assisting us in
keeping it that way. Many say tB news media grossly exaggerated the state of turmoil in
the city, but the direct personal accounts we were hearing confirmed even worse. We
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taking any chances. We estaished a 2200 hour curfew: Everyone had to be inside, and all
doors were to be kept locked. All outsiders would be considered a threat. A-Pur watch
was set up in the lobby, assigned as the only point for entering or exiting the building.
Police snipersset up on the roof each evening and held their positions throughout the
night.

ORIENTAL RUGS

ANTIQUE 2= NEW




RESCUES

Captain Tommy Meagers, assigned to the flying squad in the 2nd District, had
reported to work with his own boat, as did many forwardthinking members of the
department, knowing full well that their watercraft probably would be needed. He
assembled a crew ad immediately headed out to start water rescues in areas of the city
less fortunate than those in close proximity to the river. These crews returned just after
dark. Late in the evening, 2nd District Chief Chris Mikal received a cell phone call from one
of our captains who was trapped in his attic with his 83year-old mother in Lakeview, an
area of the city inundated with more than eight feet of water. A plan was formulated, and
Captain Meagers immediately set out to attempt a rescue. They were unable dodte this
officer because it was impossible to locate specific streets or residences because of
darkness and the height of the water. In addition, progress was extremely slow because of
underwater hazards and hanging phone, cable, and power lines, whicifi,not downed,
completely loomed just above the water line. We later ascertained the stranded captain and
his mother were rescued. These firefighters, along with hundreds of others spread
throughout the city, were, however, able to facilitate the rescuesfdhousands of other
citizens.
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Fire department information was still difficult to obtain. Reports of flooded areas
and fire companies being isolated trickled in. Numerous companies and portions of
districts were doing exactly the same as the 2nd and 8fistricts. They were responding to

fires, water rescues, and calls of distress within their given areas of capability, establishing
their own mini-fire departments across the city. Many firefighters, exercising shrewd

foresight, had brought in their own lkoats. Other boats became available. Firefighters
relentlessly traversed the hazardous flood waters to rescue thousands of people off roofs



and out of attics. To rescue those lives at greatest risk first, many times, firefighters were
forced to dodge angrycivilians who were waving guns and sometimes firing, to rescue
those lives at greatest risk first. When given the option to retreat to secure comfortable
places of safe refuge, each and every firefighter elected to stay where they were needed
most. Many would later receive awards of commendation for their heroic and persistent
actions.

FLOODWATERSRISING,STAGINGAREARELOCATED

As flood waters began to rise citywide, there was a growing concern that the entire
city would soon be under water, threatening the apparatus we were able to save to this
point. Our effectiveness was now at risk. Later that day we relocated all availablpparatus
to Woodland. We identified Our Lady of Wisdom,
located next to Holy Cross College, and adjacent to
Little Sisters of the Poor, as a very suitable staging
area. The building was large enough to house the
remainder of the fire department, and therewas a
large enough area to stage all the apparatus. This
building also had a generator and would serve as an
excellent base for emergency responders. This
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At 0400 hours on Tuesday, the hazardous
materials unit showed up at the 2nd District headquarters and alerted us to the reports
from the federal government that they were expecting the water to continue rising
throughout the city because of the numerous lewve breaches. They informed us that we
could expect as much as nine feet of water to inundate even the downtown region. The
decision had been made at headquarters to begin planning to evacuate the entire NOFD to
Algiers. We began notifying companies by sendj runners; this was the only reliable
means of communication.
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ourselves at the firg major post-Katrina fire; a large pawn shop that had already been
looted was heavily involved. En route to this fire, one of our district chiefs encountered a
murder victim who had been shot in the head lying in the street. After the fire was
extinguished, we drove toward the uptown area and were surprised to find there was no
flooding at the intersection of Napoleon Avenue and Claiborne Avenue near Baptist
Hospital, a section of town notorious for flooding even in heavy rains. Twerdpur hours
later, asthe city filled with water, this medical facility would find itself in a desperate
situation, surrounded by nine feet of water with patients and staff scrambling to save lives
and evacuate.

The rest of that day, the 2nd District spent responding to incidegs when we
happened upon them or someone managed to report them to us, then we prepared to
evacuate to the West Bank, where a facility had been secured by 8th District personnel.
District members were busy with varied tasks. Some crews were out in theirnan boats
rescuing people, including some who knew where their own family members were located.
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