The World out my Little Window

The Story of a Hurricane, The Earth’s Equalizer

By David Bennett

Let me tell you a story of how the people of the world came together, of how just a small group of people can help thousands in their time of need. Let me start out by telling you a little bit about the people in this story and how we ended in the storm of the ages.  My name is David Bennett. My friends Mike Gosselin and Melissa Merideth joined me on this trip and helped this all come together.
One evening we decide to go on a trip. We figure we’ll head down to the Gulf and hang out on the beach, maybe do a “little” gambling. Turns out it was more than a little.
Mike and Melissa had the time off and I moved back from Florida two months ago and got really sick my second week back and had no work because I was in and out of the hospital trying to figure out what was wrong, so we all had the time to take off to the coast. We knew a storm was coming and figured we would be fine.
We never knew the earth could have so much fury. We heard scattered reports on the radio about Katrina’s direction and thought it was headed toward Louisiana; we decided to stop in Gulfport or Biloxi Mississippi. We didn’t feel being below sea level was a good position to be in. 
We roll into Biloxi and try to find a room. The first place we come to we run into a language barrier and can’t decide if they have rooms or not. We decide to go and find another place and see vacancy signs and this little place called the Edgewater Inn, looks pretty solid.  Mike goes inside and talks with the woman at the desk. He comes back out and we have a room.
The woman told us that the building was 26 feet above sea level, that it had survived hurricane Camille and that all the government workers stayed here during the storms because it was a storm shelter. Our room was the last room available and we would have to check out at noon because they were booked solid. She sold us on it. Let’s go.
We had spent some time in the car, so fresh showers and beds sounded great. We go inside and turn on the local news station, only to hear that Katrina was a category 5 hurricane and nearly covered the entire Gulf of Mexico, packing 175 mph sustained winds. (She was barely a three when we left).
Ok, we’re in a storm shelter. We’ll be fine right? We get in, get cleaned up and relax. We take a little nap and then when we wake up, Katrina’s getting closer. The winds are really starting to pick up outside. Watching the news, they now say Katrina’s headed due north and will be impacting our area very soon. The feeling inside us is unlike anything I’ve ever felt. The forecast on TV now puts Katrina just coming ashore in Louisiana.
It is 7:00 a.m. Then the power goes out. The wind is really getting strong outside. We can hear things flying around outside and the noise from the wind is strong and powerful. I don’t think we’re checking out at noon. The sign for the hotel rips off the side of the building across from ours and takes off like a bullet. Ten minutes later the entire south wall of the hotel that the sign hung on collapses into the parking lot and the pool, pieces flying like a bomb exploded.
The storm’s not even here yet and our little storm shelter is falling apart. The rush of adrenaline could have sent me to the moon at this point and from the looks on the faces of those with me they would be riding right beside me. My heart is beating like a jackhammer. Well, not much we can do but hold on, so here we go.
The water from the ocean, originally about four hundred yards away, is getting pretty close now. I am a little worried about where I parked the car now, and hoping it does not get much higher. But, hey, we’re on the second floor, 36 feet above sea level.
Well, now the storm’s really getting here and we have water coming through closed windows, pouring out of the light fixtures on the ceiling, water spots coming through the drywall and yes that storm surge is now coming under our door. We still have 6 hours of this.
Debris – ranging from beds, cars, roofs, aluminum, trusses, bricks, giant propane cylinders, trees, most of the Waffle House, you name it – flying by at 200 miles an hour, smashing off everything.
The waves are smashing into the lower rooms and the entire building feels like a ship at sea. We are hearing and feeling our building being blown to pieces, but there is nothing we can do but wait, because the ocean traps us on the second floor.
Sitting by the window, I hear a little different noise…a little louder, which is odd, considering the hounds of hell are shouting their loudest number yet out here. Out there in the parking lot, there in between our building and another, there is a tornado or waterspout. Time to hit the floor. This thing’s throwing off tornadoes like hand grenades.
The beast turns its attention out to sea and heads that way. Thank you, I’m thinking, as we exit the bathroom we all took a dive into. Back at the window we are all wondering if there are people in any of these buildings who need help.
We cannot do anything if we wanted to, because the water traps us in and there’s still the matter of things flying by at 150 to 200 mph. It’s a horrible feeling to not be able to help people in serious danger.
As time rolls by, the winds start to die down to about 100 mph. After a relentless battering for hours this was somewhat of a relief. I decide to go and see the car.
This was a decent trip down the balcony; things are still flying so I take a trashcan as a shield. I look to the spot were I parked the car and, just as I figured, the car is gone. Little Volkswagen bug blown to sea.
I get back and relate this new info to the crew. Melissa is not quite sure how to look, and Mike looks as if he has been skydiving for 8 hours. So, as we get back to staring out the window, the surge has died down and there are signs of life outside.
I see the people in the other building that collapsed have made it. Looking out I see that familiar VW symbol in the distance. The bug! Across the parking lot a pile of debris, but it’s there. Mike and I decide to venture out and see the car and talk to these people. 
It’s still very dangerous, but we really need to talk these people and survey the damage. What we saw took every breath out of our bodies for a few moments. Nuclear holocaust without the heat, no this beast was a cool, silent killer. I never in my life would of imagined the things we saw. Total destruction.
The feelings we had of the excitement and fear, watching in our little window in the front row, is now replaced by horror. We get it in gear and head for cover by the building where we saw people and the car.
They ask us if were okay and tell us they had been hollering for us, but during the storm we could not hear them. They proceed to tell us our entire back wall is gone; sections of roof and the floors below are leveled. Get out, we have safer rooms. The bug, by the way, had been taken down the street, brought back, rolled…target practice marks all over it, and who knows what else.      
We venture into our new hotel room and meet the people that run the inn. They were all fine. We all kind of talked about it for a while and soon ventured out to get anything we could to survive.
People had homes here, but they were torn up pretty bad, so getting things and finding things were hard. We all came together and made the best out of what we had. There were about 15 of us so we all came together.
We chat through the rest of the night and try to rest, but nobody here really sleeps on this night.   
The morning arrives.  Mike and I decide to dig out the car. Quickly I remember, as I start doing this, that I have not eaten or really taken my medicine. My head is definitely not on straight, so we eat a little and decide to walk the beach and see the aftermath. My eyes have to be lying to me. This is Japan after the nukes fell.
Mike does not really have much to say, but he doesn’t have to, I can see it all over him. We need to go get the car out and go home. We get back to the hotel and start getting the car out. The people at this place say there is no way we’re leaving for at least four or five days. These people, I guess, do not know the determination we have.
At last the car is coming along and we damn near got her out. Get enough room to get in the door and jump in the driver seat, turn that key and she was breathing, a little stale smoker’s breath but she’s runnin’. After a few hours we get the last piece and I dropped that sucker in gear and it rolled out of that debris pile and we’re on our way.
Melissa is ready to go. We’re not sure if we’re going to make it but we’re going. Leaving felt horrible to me and I see it in Mike’s eyes that he feels the same. We need to help somehow but where do we begin. I know how I feel about what’s happened. I cannot imagine how these residents here feel. Everything they knew is gone. We say our goodbyes to these wonderful people and tears are flowing and I promised to come back and help anyway I could. 
We set off on our journey home. Roads are blocked with debris. We bob and weave through the city streets and try to get home. Building after building and neighborhoods are destroyed. Boats, where they have no business, now sit on cars on rooftops. There are no street signs or traffic lights; this is going to be great. Trees all over the roads really block our way.
We at last find a way to the main freeway and think things are going better than expected till this traffic jam shows up. Bulldozers moving a tree then moving 10 or 20 feet to move another…4 hours to get 2 miles maybe.
We begin to see cars on the southbound lane of the freeway and they’re going the wrong direction, but the radio was talking about opening a lane of the southbound, which had been cleared already due to emergency vehicles needing access.
So now I take the bug off-roading because it’s our only chance to cross. It floats, it flies, it off-roads and rolls over and gets 600 miles to a full tank of gas. (Diesel).
This route does not last long and the police are directing cars off the freeway but we back road and get on our way. We drive for 200-250 miles before we can get gas, but we at last find it and the journey home is a little easier from here. A little I say.
We get into the Tennessee and Kentucky area and we encounter what’s left of Katrina. Now the windows will not roll back up due to junk in the tracks. Chilly mountain cruise with no windows in a pretty decent rainstorm. We drive on. We get closer to home and we really start talking about it.
At this point things are hitting us pretty hard. The reality of what we have just seen. We stopped to eat and heard it on the news and saw pictures and it really hit home. 
 From that point on my mind was made one way or another. I knew we had to help these people. Mike and I discuss it quite a bit more in the car. We know enough people in our section of the world to get something started. So we started making calls. Anywhere we go we talk to people about it. People from everywhere are calling us wanting to make donations.
You see, organizations wanted us to make cash donations.  They said don’t set off by yourself to help. But too many people were busy pointing fingers, or placing blame. There is time for that later. We saw first hand what they needed.
This was the Earth’s fury, the great equalizer. This storm did not care what color you were, it did not care what political group you belonged to, what contracts were signed or what god you pray to. There is nowhere to send troops to retaliate against.
You see, it’s just the Earth’s pure fury. We are so little in the grand scheme of the world. Life can be snatched from us like that. We are all suffering equally. Animals and people. We need each other in this world.
So we do our part and collect donations and set our sights on the coast once again. I never had any doubt that we would get back in. People were concerned that we might be hurt, but I knew inside that we would be fine.
Calls begin coming in from everywhere. An amazing response from people everywhere. People were truly amazing in every sense of the word. 
Now I have one large truck and trailer and more supplies rolling in than I can carry. Time to set the mind into an even higher gear. I call my little brother and he is not really interested, but before too long he decides he’s in.
 You see, a lot of people did not agree with what I was doing.  I must be crazy. Heard that before, but I don’t mess around. We’re doing this. Most people come around and see I won’t be swayed.
A lot of people care and a lot of people want to help, but can’t run down there, so it is my honor to help people of this state help our neighbors in the south.
I didn’t have a job because of my injuries; the doctor advised against it, but my pain is nothing compared to those people’s. I’m a carpenter, so he says I definitely cannot do that and to be careful, because he knows I’m going to deliver supplies and thinks I’ll be fine, just keep taking care of myself too. I would have gone either way, but here we go. 
I called up some good folks I know out in Fowlerville and they say they will help. I get a call with 400 gallons of water from a good friend that collected from the neighborhood. Her name is Lynn and I will get to thanking everyone at the end of this story.
Now we have a dilemma, because water weighs a little bit and with all the other water we have now our load is getting heavy.
We got on the phone with people to find a trailer. I have currently a 12 X 6 trailer and its only holding 2000 lbs. We talk to someone local and they don’t normally let their trailers go out of state, but because of the cause he will let us have it. For a great rate I might add.
Somewhere down the line I forgot gas prices and did not really ask for any cash donations, but people thought for me on that one and we received some very large donations from complete strangers and others we knew and were able to pay for the trailer and gas and other items needed for the trip.
People just came together and everything worked beautifully when we worked together as just equal people. We got everything we needed and carried two trucks with fully loaded trailers with about 4 tons of supplies and headed Mississippi bound. 
My family really worried but they fully supported us. My mother’s going to have a heart attack if I keep writing stories like this, but she knew she could not change my mind and was proud of all of us.
I am personally honored to know the people I know and thank them all for their support and friendships. What they have done for the people of this disaster and myself will never be forgotten. Thank you. 
* * *

Joe and I head down south and things are going good and we stop off on our trip at a campground. The woman in the office is delighted to hear we are going to Biloxi and Gulfport today. Seems as if everyone is headed by and going to New Orleans. Nope we’re going back to where it began for me. Biloxi. The woman thanks us very much for what we’re doing and we head out of Meridian, Mississippi.
We start approaching damage and I can see Joe swerving from time to time (rubbernecking) I know what he’s thinking. We get back to the hotel I rode the storm out in.
It was a little complicated due to the fact main road 90 was blockaded off by the military, stretches of razor wire going for miles. This was our country and we see these things. Soldiers with machine guns in streets, crazy.
There were no signs and only one street open to get over the tracks. Familiar landmarks, new ones of course guide me home and we finally, after a long trip, arrive at the Edgewater inn. 
The people could not believe I came back. “What are you doing here?” I say, “I forgot to turn in my hotel key.”
Karen, the manager of the joint, laughs and I tell her, “You see the two trucks and trailers there? I told you I would come back with supplies,” and tears immediately roll down her face.
“This is the people of Michigan sending their thoughts and love down here to all of you.”  Every one here is very happy. They could not thank us enough and we stayed with them for the night.
Curfew was up and you didn’t want to go 10 feet from where you stayed. They gave us a room and actually wanted to know if we wanted the same room. This was a joke but I obliged, figuring it made it once, although it was very eerie and didn’t seem safe. But they had come a long way here.
I was amazed the power had just come back on a half hour before we got there and most power was on everywhere. Truly give the workers fixing the power a hand. I mean, they came from every corner of North America to get the lights on. A miracle in itself.
The parking lots were cleared and a restoration crew out of St. Louis had been steadily working to clean the remaining rooms of the hotel. We crash for the night and head out the next morning.
As we get up and start mingling with the people around, we find some new people working at the motel who had lost everything in different areas, from New Orleans to Biloxi. They don’t have anything left so we give them food, new clothes, some baby supplies. These little things that are going to help these people start their lives again. They are very grateful.
Some people are not as happy looking, but I can understand. Joe does not really understand just yet. You set some donated items on your porch, which no longer has a house attached to it and it’s hard to smile. But grateful they are. Most people are very expressional and amazed at the distances we’ve come to help.
As we tour through areas to see where we can set up shop, we stop at a distribution center. These people are working like crazy. We figure they will know where to send us. Although there are people coming in to get anything they need, there are lots of people who cannot get there.
We talk to a guy and he says, yes, they have places to go, and we tell him we can help. He says, “great,” and loads the truck up with 500 gallons of water, and we took it to areas all over the city.
We get back and he loads us down with 400 bags of ice and another 300 to 500 gallons of water and off we go again. We spent a few days delivering for this place. The name is Bayview Church.
This area and many others need volunteers. They work night and day in the heat. There are tons of supplies coming in to the areas from around the country and there is a widespread area to get them to.
People are exhausted and overworked but they keep on moving forward. If anyone reading this can help they need you and there is another storm on the horizon. 
Speaking of exhaustion, Joe got a little sun and needed rest. I delivered the rest of the day by myself. I saw so much in these days and so many people.
I went into all types of neighborhoods, met all types of people rich, poor, young, blind, old.  They were yellow, white, black, tan, red, blue, green, you name it and it was all the same. I never felt threatened. I was always welcomed, I was always thanked.
People with nothing left would offer me what little they had left. People told me on numerous occasions that, if not for the people coming together, they would be lost. In one place a gentleman with a World war II hat says to me, “It’s an honor to know you, and what you are doing for your country is beautiful.”  I just shake his hand and say, “Sir, it’s an honor to meet you and thank you for what you did.” 
That is what’s it’s about just being there to make people smile, and help each other, because mankind will never survive if we don’t.
I deliver a lot of supplies in the days to come and see the same happy faces and greetings from everyone. Joe sees things much differently these following days. He had kids following him down the street for some Sunny Delight and other juice drinks we had.
It was X-mas to them. They jumped and danced when we brought out the toothbrushes we had received. Kids excited to brush their teeth. 
Those little things so many forget. It really goes miles for morality to hear and warms your heart a little too.  I needed this as much as they did. I could never live with the memories of the faces I left behind and this changed everything for me.
Joe has to go back now and he does not want to go. The thought of staying has crossed his mind a lot. He has done so much here and I am proud of him. I guess I gave him something to look up to his brother for and maybe his life changed forever. He heads on home and I spend another day delivering supplies.

My story is a little different than the news, sure there is crime in areas, but these people just want to survive. Wonderful people, even in a time like this. Some of the best people I have ever met. Even now the hospitality is great. 
There are people like us coming together all over the country and we will survive. We have never really seen anything like this before. 
I met battle veterans of many wars, firemen from 9/11 that had never witnessed anything this bad. It is so widespread and there is more to come.
The people of the world need to come together. We are always going to be different colors, always believe different things, do different things; we need to thrive on these things. Live up to the different experiences.
We are no great power. The earth can swallow us up like the dinosaurs and not take time to point a finger of blame.
I make my second journey home and say, “so long,” to my new friends. They thank me for everything and the rest of Michigan. We helped thousands of people, thanks to a lot of good other people.
I guess two guys crawling out of the storm of the century and going home to call their friends can make a huge difference in the world. 
* * *
 This was the short version of my story. I could go on forever with this story, if I told it all. I seek no personal gain from this story, except the feeling inside, gotten from inspiring someone out there listening to this story to help their neighbors in this time of need in our own country.
We were some guys riding out the storm from the other side of the country, but bled with them. We looked for food with them and we survived with them. We didn’t give up on anything and we made it in out and helped thousands of people.
This is my little story from the people to the people. There are many great efforts going on by thousands of others now and they will keep going, and more faces will smile everyday.
The story ends here, but it will be ongoing for me, and the people of the Gulf Coast. 

My brother, Joe, and I are returning to work in Louisiana this weekend (Sept. 24) and will be continuing the relief work. Another storm threatens [Rita] the coast again and people will need all the help they can receive.
I will be leaving, but Mike Gosselin will be handling any donations and will be working with me directly to get supplies down there.
* * *
 We would like to thank the following people for their generous donations: The Horseshoe bar and grill, Zach and the other employees at the State Bar, Lynn Lintz and family, Allen’s Park In Fowlerville, Tom the owner of Blimpies in Howell, Vickie Angelosanto and Family and friends, Vickie and Lee Anderson and family, Debbie Cunningham, Sarah O’Neal and family, Missy and Nick, Ryan Chalmers, Shaun and Lisa Nelson, Kim Fordyce, Stephanie Busick, Kevin Kunfeldt and the employees of Livingston Spring, Helena Daley and the people at Our Lady of Fatima Church, Norma Battel, Cindy Miller, Jamie Mayfield, Jacob Ramus, Cindy and Laraine Peppers, Crystal Ebaugh, Mary Ziembiec, Mily Hubeny, Sam Wazniac and Mandy, Ken and Kristine Deyo (mom and step-dad), Joe Angelosanto (brother), Tim White and family, The Kaitner family, Howell Rental, Robert McAlpine, all my family and friends, and anyone else that donated.
I apologize if I have left anyone out, but thank you. I want to thank Mike. He’s the one who’s been working with me. He’s my best friend, and like a brother. This would be impossible without him.
With your help and kindness thousands on the Gulf Coast in Mississippi have been able to take the first small steps in rebuilding their lives. Your contributions have made many smiles from young to old. People smiled in the face of this great tragedy and were given hope by their neighbors on the other side of the country. We thank you and the people of this region send their deepest thanks.
* * *
Pictures of relief work can be found at http//Detroit-goose.smugmug.com. Mike can be contacted at 248-770-8534. Email Mike@gossel.org and feel free to contact him with any questions. Thank you. 
