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While the city's infrastructure has improved, locals remain worried.  

Sophie Washington wanted to go home. She needed to. 

Less than three months after she watched New Orleans succumb to Katrina's flood waters, 

Washington insisted on celebrating Thanksgiving at her two-bedroom apartment in the 

Melpomene housing projects. She appreciated her niece's hospitality, but it was time to leave 

Killeen, Texas. 

"I felt like I was going to die there," Washington recalled earlier this week as she sat on a crate 

inside a corner grocery store closed since August 29, 2005 -- the day New Orleans' levees broke 

allowing Katrina winds and water to devastate the city. "I didn't want to die on strange land." 

Determined, she arranged for a ride back to the city, gathered up her family and started the 

nearly 600-mile trek back to New Orleans, just in time for an impromptu holiday feast: baked 

chicken, dirty rice and stuffed bell peppers. 

Her desire to return starts to explain the attachment this city of celebrations and heartaches has 

on not only tourists, but its native people, and why its infrastructure has continued to rebound -- 

from education to entrepreneurship. 

Six years after the worst disaster in American history killed more than 1,800 people, its 

population stands at 71% of its 2000 population, according to The New Orleans Index at Six, an 

annual study of the region's recovery done by the Greater New Orleans Community Data Center 

and Brookings Institution Metropolitan Policy Program. 

Meanwhile, there have been some increases reached in the local school systems. As of this 

spring, the city regained 63% of its pre-Katrina public and private school enrollment -- up from 

last spring's 61%. Last fall, the city's eight colleges and universities reached 88% of their pre-

Katrina enrollment. 

Crime, blight and poverty remain problems, but most of these were issues before August 2005. 

***** 

Rochelle Baxter, 34, spent the first four days of Katrina in New Orleans before bouncing 

between Houston, Austin and Galveston, Texas for six weeks. They returned home during a time 

when finding gas or a hot meal within the city limits was a luxury. 

Why? 
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"This is the only place we know," Baxter said. "We wanted to be home. Help rebuild." 

Her attitude is enlightening in post-Katrina New Orleans where according to the report, blacks 

are twice as likely to live in poverty than whites. 

"Life has moved on," Baxter said on the eve of the storm's six-year anniversary. As she talked, a 

Second Line parade passed down her Uptown street. 

"I've been through worse things than that," she added. "Worse things than Katrina. Every day is a 

struggle." 

Even now and then, signs of what locals refer to as "The Storm" can be seen, if you know where 

to look. 

While the French Quarter and its multi-million dollar tourism industry suffered little more than 

wind damage from Katrina, pockets of the Lower Ninth Ward and East New Orleans -- all 

predominately African-American residential areas -- serve as modern-day ghost towns. Much of 

Mid-City New Orleans has been cleared out for a large hospital complex that has yet to be fully 

paid for. It will replace Charity Hospital, once the primary and emergency care facility for the 

indigent, which has been closed since Katrina. 

***** 

Before the storm, Eddie Green was working as a mall security guard, and had just passed the 

entrance exam to become a New Orleans police officer. 

He left one day after Katrina, settling in Washington, D.C. Less than a month later, he felt the 

urge to return home. Sure, 80% of his city had been underwater. But it was his home. Green staid 

put, though, and now works as a support specialist for Boys Town. He also has started his own 

mentoring and tutoring organization there. That's not to say he doesn't miss home, his family, the 

food and the Southern charm of his people. 

"I see myself moving back," Green said. "(But) not right now." 

Returning residents have been forever changed. Hurricanes were always a part of the 

community. It's the name of a popular frozen alcoholic beverage. Every late summer and fall, 

New Orleanians from various races and social economic backgrounds board up their houses, 

listen to weather reports and bunker down. Nowadays, nobody wants to be caught off guard 

again. 

Cheyenne Pollard changes the channel when television news programs rehash many of the tragic 

events she and her two children experienced. She prefers not to talk about her experiences, which 

include evacuating to Fort Worth, Texas, where for weeks they slept in a car, afraid to join other 

evacuees in a shelter. This time of year, her children get worried when they see local 

meteorologists talking about the weather. 
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"The hurricane coming, the hurricane coming, Momma! What we gonna do?" they ask her. 

"Where we gonna go?" 

She tells them they're just talking about thunderstorms. But she worries too. 

 

"It taught me to be well prepared," said Pollard, 29, who now works as a medical assistant in a 

doctor's office in Eastern New Orleans. "I'm afraid [I don't have] enough money. So this time of 

year, even if I have to hold back on paying some bills, I make sure I have enough in case we 

have to leave." 

 


