Saturday September 17--Day 1

After leaving a health and fitness fair in Providence, R.I., on September 11, the Food Safety Mobile headed to its home base in Beltsville, Md., to restock on September 13 and 14. FSIS is also shipping other materials and supplies ahead to Wal-Marts hosting the Mobile on the Mississippi Gulf Coast over the next week. 

Tim Leonard, Travel and Arrival Day

“I left Montgomery, Alabama, and drove to Pascagoula, Mississippi. Today is hot, very hot. The heat index is 105 and the actual temperature is 95. The love bugs were so thick I had to stop every 70 miles to clean my windshields! [These insects spatter on hoods and windshields. Large numbers can cause engines to overheat, reduce visibility, and etch paint. Summarized from http://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/IN204]

“Now it begins--reality sets in. Hurricane Katrina is now classified as the most destructive in U.S. history. I took I-65 into Mobile, Alabama, and there the damage became apparent. Lots of trees and signs were down. RV parks are filled to capacity from Pascagoula to as far away as Mobile. No lodging is available anywhere. 

“I met with the Wal-Mart contacts hosting the Mobile on Sunday, and then asked them for directions to the Pascagoula High School--where the FEMA Disaster Recovery Center is located. One Wal-Mart contact said I could never find it with all the road signs down, so she volunteered to take me. FEMA officials were very interested in our material and wanted me to stop by the next day with a supply. 

“I then drove to Ocean Springs to meet with the host contact at that Wal-Mart and the FEMA Disaster Recovery Center there. I also met with the chaplain at the center who will try to put in me touch with local residents who can help with Mobile visits. 

“It appears that 90 percent of the businesses are up and operating. Many still show signs of damage. Power, water and sewer systems are operating. Most phones have been repaired, except to the buildings that are destroyed. Most of the debris has been cleaned up along the main roads. Tons of debris are still on the lawns of houses and businesses off the main street. There is no evidence, so far, of looting or price gauging. Gas here is about $2.60 a gallon. A local church that was completely destroyed had a sign saying ‘Services at 7 A.M.--Bring a lawn chair.’

“Since no lodging was available, I stayed overnight for the first time in the Food Safety Mobile--in the Wal-Mart parking lot. My first night in the hurricane disaster area ended with a beautiful full moon.”

Distance from Montgomery to Pascagoula: about 200 miles

Contacts: FEMA Disaster Recover Center managers and chaplain, Wal-Marts in Ocean Springs and Pascagoula, American Red Cross
