Friday, September 23--Day 7

Gulfport: Travel to Slidell delayed due to Hurricane Rita

Tim Leonard, Driver
“Yesterday, we had tornado warnings all day and strong winds, and fierce rain.  We could actually see the bands of clouds and the layers of them circle around.  Thankfully we are high and dry and safe, parked at our hand-sanitizer provider’s driveway. His house was damaged from Hurricane Katrina, but was not flooded, as were so many of his neighbors’ homes. Although I am still living on the Mobile, it was nice to be able to do my laundry and take a shower that lasts more than 30 seconds. [The Mobile water supply is limited to its on board tanks for fresh and waste water. Clean and waste tanks must be emptied regularly, but only at specific locations.] 

“Today, I woke to the sound of birds chirping--the first I’d heard birds singing since I came to Mississippi. I also woke up to no power in the Mobile this morning. I’ve only been able to hook up to power once, so I’ve been using the generator almost constantly. It should be serviced, oil changed, etc., at least every 150 hours. Yesterday I’d been thinking that it was functioning well, but was a little concerned. I was really worried this morning, but it turned out that a switch had tripped and I was able to fix it. I will have to somehow find a place to get it serviced next week.  

 “The threat of Hurricane Rita is very real, especially the flooding, because Katrina compromised the sewage and draining systems. We took a short drive from the house and the flooding had already started.  Water was in the streets and some streets were impassible. I checked the weather report, road conditions and talked with someone in Slidell and to the FSIS District Office in Springdale, Ark. Highway 90 is really bad. [See below.] There tend to be big, long lines at the gas stations from people coming in from Rita. I decided it would not be wise to try to drive to Slidell today. So, I called the store and visit scheduled for Saturday [September 24] was canceled. 

“After cleaning the Mobile and organizing the materials and filling the water tank, we left to find a place to empty the waste.  The RV parks/camp sites are full and many flooded. I was very pleased to find a place to dump the water, pick up some supplies and get back to high ground to wait out the storm. The traffic was very, very bad and the gas station lines long, but the Mobile is now ready for our jaunt into Louisiana.

“Power is still a problem in the neighborhoods. Most houses have service, but it’s undependable. Most people don’t even bother to set their clocks--they’ve done it so many times. Also, many power lines are down or damaged so that the wires are not as high as they should be.  I have to be very careful when driving the Mobile so I don’t run into the wires.  

“I was able to visit some of the damaged houses and some of the families who once lived there.  Since the water was polluted, the only remedy is to remove everything in the house and strip it to the foundation and studs. Then the house has to be dried out, cleaned and sanitized before it can be repaired and rebuilt. The yards and streets are littered up to 10 feet high with old refrigerators, dry wall, insulation, mattresses, clothes, etc. In addition to that, there are mountains of debris from falling trees and broken limbs. Rats will be a problem. 

“I’ve been wondering while so many trees had lost their leaves. I learned that a combination of sand and saltwater driven by the wind strips the leaves away. Many plants are brown on the ocean side, caused by the saltwater, and green on the other side.”

Weather:  Bands of Hurricane Rita visible. Cloudy and windy. Intermittent rain all day.

Traffic: Debris piled on most neighborhood roads, up to 10 feet high.  U.S. Hwy 90 runs parallel to I-10, sometimes immediately along the coast. One lane open, but restricted.

