


ast summer librarians
once again made history.
Thanks to the daring

and dedication of the
American Library
Association Board and
ALA members, librarians
acted as agents of change by holding and
attending the first major conference in New
Orleans since Hurricane Katrina. Only nine
months after the storm struck in August
2005, the entire nation watched as librarians
descended upon the Big Easy in June 2006.

Now, several months later, articles,
editorials, and stories abound about the
success of the conference. So many in fact
that ALA has collected these pieces not only
from their own members, but from the
national media and, most importantly, from
New Orleanians themselves (www.ala.org
/ala/pio/mediarelationsa/scrapbook.htm).

At the time of the conference, the
physical devastation of the city and its
surrounding area was brutally apparent in
high water marks on buildings and roadside
abutments, broken out windows, and the
constant sight of reconstruction. But what
made a deeper impression on me was the
spirit of the people. New Orleans was ready
and waiting for the deluge; only this time it
was of librarians.

L

Warm Smiles and Friendly Service
As we flooded into the city, airport workers
and bus drivers responded to our stream of
questions, tirelessly and selflessly sharing
stories of their recent lives. With almost
17,000 conventioneers arriving seemingly at
once, I expected sluggish lines and brusque
service at the hotel. Instead, the lines
streamed along, and the staff greeted us with
warm smiles and friendly, personal service.
Throughout my stay, hotel staff were
always available to answer questions or guide
me to the right spot (they showed great
patience with my utter and complete lack of
a sense of direction). Though some
hotel services were still
limited at the .

time of the conference, such as the Business
Services Center hours for shipping, faxing,
etc., staff were at the ready with alternative
suggestions.

It seemed that everywhere I went people
were eager and pleased to make our stay
as comfortable and carefree as possible.
Walking the streets of the French Quarter,
homemade placards abounded in shop
windows, “Welcome librarians!” “10 percent
off for librarians!” When we mentioned we
were librarians in conversation with local
store owners and service workers, the “thank
yous” for being there cascaded forth.

Not surprisingly, the restaurants seemed
to fare the best. So well, in fact, that early in
the conference, not thinking we'd need
reservations, a few of us visited several of the
more famous dining establishments before we
located one without a wait. This appeared to
be a first night glut though, and we had no
trouble the remainder of the conference. We
had a marvelous time finding and devouring
the abundant local fare.

Familiar Sites

The French Quarter was nearly how I
remembered it from a visit five years earlier.
Ample shops with wares for everyone, from
plastic alligators and New Orleans snow globes
to fine antiques and prints. The Quarter is as
lovely and eclectic as it has ever been.

This is not to say that Katrina was not in
evidence. Gazing towards the upper floors,
windows were still shattered and broken roof
tiles and gutters were still missing. A few
stores were under repair, and sadly, a few
were closed, leaving me to question whether
their doors were shut quickly due to storm
damage or slowly from lack of staff and
customers in its aftermath. I personally did
my best to make sure that at
least a few

of the antique stores did not meet this latter
fate.

As for Bourbon Street, it was the scene
of many a Hurricane sighting. Fortunately,
they were usually being gulped down by
librarians. True to its nature, Bourbon Street
was teeming with revelers. Conference
attendees and exhibitors were found readily
among the masses, rapidly dispelling
the stereotype of quiet, mousy librarians
and pleasantly startling many a bartender.

I prefer to refer to this segment of the
conference as “networking opportunities.”

Economy and Safety
True to our librarian natures, we sprinkled
the store owners and restaurateurs with
questions about the economy and viability
of the city. Most responded that efforts like
ours are what make a positive impact—
bringing money and commerce into the
area, as well as helping hands. More
importantly, we provided proof to the
nation, and the world, that New Orleans
is ready to do business again.

Of concern to conference registrants
was safety. During my time in New Orleans,
I never felt unsafe. New Orleans is touted
as a “walkable city,” so that is what I did.
I walked everywhere I could, including
taking a cab down to Tulane with a friend
and walking back to the French Quarter.
(Luckily, a few homeowners were kind
enough to be watering their lawns so we had
a few sprinklers to run through—it gets
warm down there!) I never once felt anything
but safe and comfortable in my surroundings.
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Brand New Convention Center

The conference itself ran very smoothly.
New Orleans is probably the best conference
I've been to in terms of transportation
between the hotels and the conference
locations. For those of us who like to

walk, the Morial Convention Center is a
comfortable 15 minute stroll from most of
the hotels on Canal Street. After a long day
at the conference center, laden with freebies
from the exhibit floor and handouts from
the programs, I quickly found myself
blessing ALA for the regularly-running
sponsored shuttle buses.

Easy to navigate, although it is one very
long building (read as “wear your librarian
shoes”), the Morial Convention Center is
essentially brand new. Walking through the
freshly carpeted passageways and strolling the
spotless exhibit hall, I found it difficult to
connect that this was the same place I had
seen on the news, full of horror and sorrow.
Now it was bustling with librarians’ and
exhibitors’ laughter and learning. A mixture of
sadness at the past and of hope for the future
was in the air.

Community Volunteer Days

Upon reading this article you may think
that everything is well on the way to
mending in New Orleans. Nothing can be
further from the truth. In terms of hosting
a conference, New Orleans has proven itself
ready and able. In fact, it was one of the
more comfortable and enjoyable conferences
to which [’ve been. Yet, in terms of
revitalizing the city, Crescent City dwellers,
including the legal community, have a long
way to go.

Money and services are still desperately
needed. While in New Orleans, I took
advantage of the ALA-coordinated community
volunteer days. I chose to work with Common
Ground, a volunteer organization spear-
heading revitalization efforts in the Ninth
Ward, where one of the levies broke. The
experience was one I will not forget.

Bused to the volunteer coordination
center (a converted grade school) in the
middle of the Ninth Ward, we donned
full-body Tyvek suits, full-filtered breathing
masks, work boots, goggles, hats, and gloves,
all in 90-degree heat. We then were bused to
“our house,” one of the few still standing in
the area. There, using crowbars, shovels,
hammers, and our hands, we removed
everything in the house, down to the studs in
the walls, and threw it all on the curb. The
dishes were still in the dishwasher ... along
with a dead fish stuck in the kitchen window
and a high water mark halfway up the stairs
to the second floor. Yet the owners weren’t
giving up; they wanted to come home.

One of the most breathtakingly
beautiful sights I saw in New Orleans
was in the Ninth Ward. A few of the yards
overflowed with towering yellow sunflowers.
As we gazed in wonder at this oasis of
beauty amidst destruction and chaos, the
Common Ground volunteers explained that
sunflowers help to leach contaminants out
of the soil. It will take many generations of
sunflowers doing what they do naturally
before tomatoes and other edible crops can
be planted and harvested for consumption.
The beauty of the sunflowers mixed with
the indomitable spirit of those who planted
them overwhelmed me.
Wearing many hats while I was in New
Orleans, I had the pleasure of presenting
a $3,000 check to the New Orleans Bar
Foundation on behalf of the Kane County
Bar Foundation. In August 20006, the
Louisiana Bar Foundation released “The
Legal Community Responds: Disaster Relief
Efforts Update.” Some of the statistics are
astounding:
The New Orleans Indigent Defender
Board has 28 attorneys employed; 70 are
needed to match case load ... 52
percent of the 17,047 Louisiana active
lawyers had offices in impacted areas ...
hundreds of Orleans Parish prisoners
arrested for misdemeanors and non-
violent offenses before the storm remain
imprisoned without being formally
charged.
And the list goes on.

Rise to the Challenge

I am proud and humbled to have been a
part of the New Orleans experience. Yet,
this experience is not over, not for those
who make New Orleans their home. The
city continues to need our support. I urge
you to “Rise to the Challenge” as AALL
members and attend the 2007 Annual
Conference in New Orleans. I guarantee
you will have both an educational and
enjoyable time.

By continuing to host and attend
conferences there, much needed revenue
and commerce is brought into New Orleans.
AALL and its members have a fantastic
opportunity to add their voices and their
strengths to history and the forward
momentum New Orleans struggles to gain. l
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