First, I am going to the music store and instead of sorting through the jazz cds, I am going to buy several Kannye West cds.  I am 50 and with the exception of early hip hop (Sugar hill gang which broke when I was in law school, Public Enemy, etc) I am not a fan of rap.  So I will give my new Kannye West cds to younger relatives.  But make no mistake,I'm going to buy me some Kannye.  

Friday at the Astrodome turned out to be Friday at Reliant Center.  Since the hated Oilers left for Tennessee because Houston did not have the stomach for a new stadium after Buffalo '93 (football fans know what I am talking about), the powers that be decided that we needed a new stadium and a new team.  We got the Texans and Reliant stadium, right next to the Astrodome, the first domed stadium built in 1965.  We also got a new convention center on the same land, Reliant Center, and a remodeled Astroarena, now known as Reliant Arena.  The Astros went downtown for Enron Field, now Minute maid park, and more than a few Houstonians have cast a sad glance at the old Dome, eclipsed by the newer and shinier Reliant Stadium.  This week the Dome regained some of its charm.  

When it was announced Wednesday that the Dome would take in folks from the storm, it seemed like a good idea.  Early projections that the Dome would hold 23,000 were scaled back when it occurred to someone that you cannot have people sleeping on seeting levels five stories up in the air.  The field and I suppose other level areas of the Dome were outfitted with cots and other supplies, reaching a capacity of about 13000.  When people started being turned away (to other shelters, not to fend on their own), the county opened up Reliant Arena, the smaller of the two convention centers on premises.  When that filled, Reliant center, was opened.  Thats where I was directed when I got there.  

The students had sent over a truck with supplies collected in a day and unloaded them inside the park.  When I got there, several students from Thurgood were already there (I gave a general amnesty from assignments in my two classes for this week so students could volunteer).  The crowd of about two or three hundred at that time gathered in orientation circles and assignments were made.  At 4:00 we were told that buses from NO were already in the parking lot filled with folks who had been on the bus in the lot for several hours.  The Dome was filled and the Arena was too, so the Center had to be readied for the overflow.  There were about 8000 cots already laid out with blankets and care packages.  In about 3 hours we laid out about 5000 more.  

The place was frantic with volunteers, growing by the dozens every half hour.  Trucks, forklifts, blankets, cooking supplies--more stuff than can be mentioned here were available from private donations, and still one got the feeling that it would not be enough.  Several men were gathered and asked to provide "security".  Why I was asked, I am not sure, but I guess that it may have had something to do with the fact that I am big and look like a trucker.  The reports in the media had everyone apprehensive about this role, and the need for crowd control, and I guess we all at one time or another looked around and counted the number of police.  I can't speak for the others, especially the white males in my group, but I am thinking about the Who concert in Cincinatti in 1978 and not the fact that most of the people on the bus were black. But if the crowd did get unruly, who could blame them after days of neglect in NO.    

We were told that the people on the buses would leave the buses and come into the center between 5:30 and 6. 6 oclock came and went. Most of us got involved in other chores. We unloaded trucks of food warming supplies, cooking pans, cots, blankets, etc.  By 6:30 there were literally hundreds of people there, all working frantically unloading and setting out cots and stocking food.  One student of mine had experience with a forklift.  He was put to work.  At first we were told to put a light cover, folded on each cot, or a grey blanket, folded, but not both.  By 7 this had been done, and then we were told that each cot should have both.  By then,all available cots had been set up, about 12 or 13 thousand, so we started putting proper bedding on each.  

This arena is the size of two football fields. Running, or fast walking up and down that expanse was serious business.  From one end, I got the word that the "security" team was needed at the other end for a meeting.  Down the field again like football practice in 1972. A Red Cross employee was giving instructions.  He confirmed what I had suspected that the rumors of unruly crowds at the Dome were exagerated, and that the people were tired, grateful, and hungry, and not some marauding horde that some rumors had indicated.  But a former student, who took off from work at a downtown law firm, did say that the Dome was getting a bit rough.  Not Superdome rough, but keeping the place organized and clean for that many people would be a challenge.

By 7:30 the people on the buses started unboarding.  The process was painfully slow as people were registered, triaged (for those in need of medical care), and assigned cots.  The place was divided into sections, families, single women, single men, single (and this got me close to tears) children, and a play area for lost little ones.  I observed some of the first arrivals checking in, a young mother with a baby about 6 months old. She was tired and looked as though she had lost her spirit.  One of my second year students, the one who drives forklifts, said to me that he did not think that the folks wanted to be watched as they came in.  I agreed, and I was ashamed, and we both turned around and went to look for more work.  

By 8:30 I had spent 5 and a half hours there and was exhausted.  Plus I had to see about my mother for whom I am a caregiver.  I had to leave and the volunteers with whom I worked thanked me for coming, and the organizers were quite appreciative of the time.  But still, I felt like I was a cheater and decided to go back Monday and work.  

The volunteer crowd at the park looked like Houston.  One of the best kept secrets in the country is this city's racial diversity.  African Americans, Nigerians, Ghanains, whites, Latinos, Asian Americans, Indian Americans, Pakistani Americans were all there.  I have to say that I am proud of Houston, despite the fact that I criticize this city unmercifully at times (Houstonians can criticize Houston and Texans Texas).  The fact of the matter is that this place is abuz with volunteer spirit and the desire to help.  I won't say that we solved our racial problems in a weekend, we have not.  But this weekend showed that we can move in that direction.  We will see how things are in three weeks when the guests from New Orleans are still here because this is a long term relief project, and cots in a convention hall is not a good place to live long term, or even near term.  

I went outside to my car and observed a carnival like atmosphere as traffic was pulling in, people looking for relatives, volunteers looking for parking or walking up from far away parking areas--it looked like a football game if Texans ever got into the playoffs.  After about 10 minutes in the lot, I finally got out.  Many of the people from NO, 
Reliant Park residents and others, were milling about on the sidewalks.  People were asking for help from passing cars.  At a stop light I rolled down my window and asked what one group needed.  "Something for the babies" one fellow said.  I could not stop then, so I turned the corner and ran into an outlaw distribution center.  I had gone to the Target and picked up a hundred and fifty dollars of Pampers, tooth paste, water, Depends, tooth brushes, soap, etc, and put it all in my trunk to take to the Dome.  When I got there the electronic sign said "volunteers needed, no donations".  So I had a trunk full of stuff and no apparent place to take it.  So I turned into the outlaw distribution center and people were unloading supplies, and some college kids were organizing them and distributing them.  Someone had brought a truckload of stuff.  People from New Orleans, some from the Dome area and some just looking for help, were picking thru the stuff.  I unloaded my trunk with the help of the college students, but kept several packages of Pampers.  I left and rolled back over to the brothers I met earlier, parked and took the Pampers to them.  They really needed the Pampers.  They shook my hand and we all hugged (I know, I know, this is getting a bit syrupy, but it really happened) and we talked for about 5 or ten minutes.  The were looking for a total of 20 relatives.  They were sure that they were in Houston, but just did not know how to locate them.  They were desperate to find the family, but hopeful.  We hugged again, and I left.  

We need money down here.  Billion dollar corporations are giving a million or two here, and a million or two there.  Celine Dion, who has far fewer resources than Wal Mart, gave a million yesterday.  So, we still have a ways to go just yet.  So send money.  

Craig 

