Memories of New Orleans, April 2008

I am writing having recently returned from New Orleans with The City School youth on their third annual rebuilding trip.  The week-long adventure has only increased my enthusiasm for The City School and has further deepened my respect and admiration for the teens who come through our doors.

We learned about and witnessed the profound dislocation and pain that Hurricane Katrina continues to wreak in New Orleans and throughout the Gulf Coast Region, and had wide-ranging discussions about why so much still needs to be done and how we could make a difference.  

Most of the young people on the New Orleans trip are Grads of our Summer Leadership Program and I believe that their ability to ask probing questions, analyze information critically and absorb and respect differing points of view reflects to a large extent much of their Summer Leadership Program learning and their ongoing connection to The City School. Clearly, we foster critical thinking and we help young people look at the world with unfettered vision and ask “why”?   

We stayed at St. Jude’s Community Center on the edge of the French Quarter in New Orleans and volunteered through Operation Nehemiah.  We gutted walls in destroyed homes and hauled the rubble to the roadside for pick-up.  We did the same in an abandoned nursing home in the 9th Ward, where we uncovered remnants of the residents’ former lives – cards from family, tons of photos of children and grandchildren, a smashed bedside radio.  It was a relief to learn that the home had been evacuated and that none of the residents perished there in the hurricane.  

We removed rotten garbage and debris from the loading dock of a warehouse full of donated furniture and afterward we sorted and loaded beds, chairs, tables and other household goods onto a truck bound for homeless families in Mississippi.  

Perhaps our most hopeful work was replanting trees in a low-income neighborhood near the New Orleans Country Club that is just barely coming back to life.  Totally flooded and underwater for several weeks after the hurricane, many FEMA trailers remain occupied and backed-up to the ruins of residents’ homes.  Those who have been able to rebuild and move back into their homes were pleased to have the attention of a group of caring teens and more than grateful for the young trees replacing ones lost to high winds and flood waters in 2005. 

I truly would be remiss if I overlooked telling you we had fun, too.  At the end of each day, we gathered over dinner at St. Jude’s to reflect on our experience and to organize some fun for the evening like exploring more of the French Quarter, roller skating or listening to local musicians.  A number of our youth participated in a nearby open mic poetry night and received rave reviews.
The adventure I shared in New Orleans with eight City School teens and two staff colleagues reaffirmed what captivated me by the organization when I first walked through the doors as a volunteer three years ago. The City School remains a wonderfully unique enterprise that respects teens and draws upon their individual insights and talents to forge a diverse pool of young leaders who are confident, knowledgeable and already working to make positive change in our community.  Given the level of leadership and commitment I witness everyday at The City School, I am confident that we will see a number of our City School Grads emerge as key players in greater Boston’s future.  
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