Charleston – Gone With the Wind 

Chronicle of a “Survivor”

Charleston – Gone with the Wind. That was the lead story from the London Times recording the events of September 21, 1989; the day Hurricane Hugo, a category 4 storm, blew through Charleston, South Carolina and my life.

Events such as Hugo leave an indelible mark on the victims who experience these storms. I remember the events leading up to, during and after the hurricane, forever changing the citizens of the “The Holy City” and my life. Storms such as Hugo and Katrina become a benchmark by which we measure time - before Hugo and after Hugo. In the same vein, Katrina will forever change the lives of the students who live and those who attend school in the flood-ravaged areas. For the short term, they will experience confusion and disorientation, and for the longer term – in time, hopefully healing.

As anyone who lives in hurricane country will tell you, the events leading up to a storm add up to anticipation and excitement. With a constant eye pealed to the Weather Channel, you are always watching the storm’s course and subsequently your own course of action. The decision to stay or leave brings several factors into play. It could be no money with which to run on, animals to tend to or a person with a disability who doesn’t travel easily. All of these things have to be considered. I stayed. If it was a mistake, I would soon find out in the middle of the storm’s fury. Mistake or not, it was one of the most frightening events I have ever experienced.

At first, the beginning of intense calm convinced me that the officials were wrong. Problem was it was too quiet. Around 10 pm the wind began to pick up and shortly after we lost power. That is when my sense of security began to wane. As the storm increased in intensity I heard the characteristic sound of a freight train. It was Hugo coming to call. Green lightening could be seen in the distance, which was actually the popping of electrical transformers. The horizontal rain and the wind made projectiles out of trash cans and shingles from nearby roofs. Thank god we never entirely lost phone service because that is what kept me sane. The fury that Mother Nature unleashed is imprinted very firmly on my mind and soul. Any sense of control my life had was seriously questioned. I was convinced once and for all there are forces larger than anything I could imagine. 

In contrast, when the eye of the storm approached, the world became normal again. All was calm and there were even stars beginning to appear in the sky. I began to experience an increased sense of calm, which was false since the most aggressive part of the storm is the tail end.  I was emotionally spent by this time and wished it would all end. Exhausted, I fell into a couple of hours of fitful sleep and awoke to a brilliant blue sky and quiet. The only sounds were a neighbor’s chain saw and news helicopters overhead. Now people began to emerge and inspect the damage to their homes. It must be similar to the feeling of surviving a battle in war. It felt like walking in a dream, aware of my surroundings but unable to speak. Everything was out of place. Trees down, houses destroyed, live electric wires hissing in the street. 

You never realize the security you feel having electricity until it is gone for a prolonged period of time. When you loose power you loose your ability to cook, to refrigerate food, lights and a general sense of safety. Gone are the street lights and traffic lights -everything is now planned around daylight hours since it is hard to maneuver in the dark. Of course, the National Guard and city officials imposed a curfew so unless you were visiting a neighbor’s house, there was no going out after dark anyway. Forget about using money because there are no banks or ATMs. No Weather Channel or news of how the rescue or relief effort is going. Electricity has become central to our way of life, and when its gone life runs amuck. 

We didn’t experience nearly what Katrina brought in the way of destruction, floods and death. Magnify Hugo by 100 and you get Katrina. Slowly life did begin to return to a “new normal.” Electricity returned. The National Guard troops left the city and the mess began to get cleaned up. Downed trees were removed and houses began to be repaired. On the surface life began to appear more normal. But it wasn’t.

Try as I did to anchor myself in the life I knew before the storm, it was futile. It was hard to control the thoughts of what I had been through. For survivors of such a hurricane, sleep may be fitful and anxiety may manifest itself in the form of overeating. Little things can push you over the edge. Your sense of safety and center has escaped you. The name of your anguish is Post-Traumatic Stress Syndrome. Just like soldiers who have experienced war, it hits hurricane victims. Our students are going through the same thing right now. The big difference between us and them is they also have a disability. The stress of dealing with life after Katrina will affect them in varying ways. They handle a lot already and the tendency is, many times, to hold it all inside. They have the stressors of their memory of the storm, losing their favorite possessions, and now they are dealing with a new school and starting classes late. A regular college semester brings a lot of stress, not to mention the emotional baggage they will bring with them. For some students, it may be just too much to process emotionally and intellectually. For others it may manifest in the form of an increase in breakdowns at points in the semester. 

One thing is for sure, each student brings with them dashed dreams of a great semester at their school. We have to help them through this phase to find their own “new normal.”
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