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When Hurricane Katrina made landfall some five years ago, I casually watched the various news reports on the deteriorating conditions. Naturally, I was saddened by the suffering the Gulf States were facing as well as awe inspired by the strength of the storm. Living in Virginia at the time, the Hurricane did not affect me physically, nor did I know anyone who was personally affected by Katrina. As a middle school student, I did not think that I could help those affected. The most I thought I could do was hope that the situation did not evolve into something more serious than what it originally was. However, a couple years later I was given the chance to make a difference thanks to my involvement with the Boy Scouts of America. 

In the summer of 2007, my troop had the opportunity to send a group of scouts to Mississippi to help in the building of a house. This new shelter was to be built for a family whose previous house was destroyed by the floodwaters of Hurricane Katrina. Considering it a once in a life time experience, I volunteered to make the weeklong trip to Pearlington Mississippi. This town, perhaps the hardest hit outside of Louisiana, was a previously unknown country town that unfortunately required a major disaster to gain any sort of recognition. It had no emergency shelters or even a formal local government and was desperately in need of any outside help its citizens could get. The base site for the relief efforts, run by One House at a Time, consisted of temporary shower houses, cabins for the volunteers, a military style dining tent, and a repurposed elementary school. A painted, wooden sign, hung from the chain ling fence surrounding the small playground greeted visitors with “Welcome to Pearl Mart;” a nickname that highlighted the school’s new use as a supply facility for the affected town and its citizens. 

Our group got to work shortly after setting up the space we were given for the week. The cabins the volunteers stayed in had a collection of hand-made bunk beds and an air-conditioning unit that quickly became a welcomed aspect of our temporary home.  On the way over to the construction site, we saw concrete slabs where houses once stood, other groups hard at work on their own projects, and temporary trailers many people were forced to live in; our first trip though Pearlington showed us the severity of the situation we were getting into. The construction site we arrived at shortly thereafter consisted of stacks of wood and those white trailers that we were quickly realizing were going to be a common sight during our stay. Unfortunately we had very little idea about how to build this house. A few adult leaders had construction experience, but beyond that we really did not know what we were doing. That added to the challenge of the project and fortunately for our sanity, we had a lot of guidance from the person in charge of One House at a Time. 
New houses in Pearlington, as well as in many surrounding towns that were damaged by the hurricane, were being built on stilts to prevent any future damage from floodwaters, a fate which many homes and businesses faced in during the hurricane season of 2005. The support beams were already in place when we first arrived on the construction site, a gift courtesy of the previous volunteer group. With this aspect of the project already completed plans were consulted, advice was given, and slight confusion of where to begin ensued. Regardless, we did do a lot in the short time we spent in Mississippi. By the end of the week, the new house had progressed from a series of wooden beams to something that started to take the shape of the new home that the family we were helping would eventually enjoy. Our contribution to the house included framing the basic floor and laying down the floor boards, as well as framing and raising all four exterior walls. Our work was cut short, however, as our time in Mississippi ran out. Regrettably, I have not seen the completed house, and research I have done recently has not turned up any sort of story on the outcome of the final project. I am confident, however, in saying that another group with the same aspirations as ours finished what we left them. 

The practice of community service is something that has been instilled in me because of my involvement with the Boy Scout program and is an activity that I have come to enjoy. This particular project in Mississippi, however, was the most meaningful and influential volunteer work that I have done. Being a part of a group that sacrificed their summer vacation time to aide One House at a Time in their mission of rebuilding Pearlington was both a rewarding and humbling. I got the chance to experience an aspect of life in America that I have never witnessed before, mainly in the sense that I thought I would never see people forced into the situations that they were put in to just because of an act of nature. The family whose home we were replacing told us their story and showed us pictures. The flood waters caused by Katrina forced them to have to tear down their old home because of mold and other water damage. They did not have the resources to rebuild and were living in FEMA trailers since that day. Not only did I get to do hands on work and have tangible results of the hard work that was put in, aspects that I enjoyed immensely, but this project also touched me emotionally. My fellow troop members and I came to appreciate what we had back home after seeing the conditions that the people of Pearlington were living with. At the same time, I was proud that I was able to better a family’s life after they have been though tough times. The number of outside people helping Pearlington to restore itself to a state even better than it was before the hurricane was incredible. People and groups were volunteering that had little connection with the town, much like my troop, and were there simply because they were not satisfied with just watching news stories and only hoping that the conditions would improve. They actually wanted to do something about the situation. Just like many other volunteers, I came into Mississippi with zero attachment or connection to the area, but I left a week later satisfied with the work I accomplished and proud that I had made a connection with this small town very few people knew about.  
