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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

This is an ethnographic study of the social effects of Hurricane Ike (2008) on 

Gilchrist and Crystal Beach, two communities on the Bolivar Peninsula, a strip of land 

near Galveston, TX. Using community member‘s experiences, I examine the ways in 

which their recovery efforts were complicated by disputes with insurance agencies and 

engagement with the media. I then discuss some of the coping mechanisms that residents 

employed, including reestablishing community groups, using online communication 

tools, comparing Hurricane Ike to the Hurricane Katrina, verbally affirming their 

resilience, and reflecting on the importance of place and material belongings. I found 

that, nine months after the storm, peninsula residents were well on their way to making a 

textbook recovery, although with a few significant changes to how the community 

operated.  

 

 

 

___________________________ 

Dr. Erin Dean 

Division of Social Sciences 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 Hurricane Ike struck the Bolivar Peninsula, Texas on September 13
th

, 2008, 

leaving its four communities in various states of ruin. Over the summer of 2009, I 

attended several community meetings, ranging from information sessions at the 

courthouse, to small painting, gardening and quilting clubs. I met most of my 

interviewees, twenty-five in total, at these meetings. Because I was unsure of what I 

might discover over the course of my fieldwork, I decided to use pseudonyms throughout 

the thesis. Although I am critical of my informants, I also admire them and I wrote this 

thesis with the intention of sharing it with the peninsula community. Overall, it explores 

some of the additional ―confusions‖ that the storm generated, as well as various ―coping‖ 

strategies peninsula residents used to manage these confusions. As such, I hope it serves 

as both a record and an interpretation of the peninsula recovery process.  

 

Disaster Anthropology 

The ideas in this thesis draw heavily on the theory developed within ―disaster 

anthropology,‖ a subfield of both anthropology and disaster studies that examines the 

entirety of the disaster cycle, with a specific focus on social and cultural effects and 

responses. The field of disaster studies, which arose in the aftermath of World War 2 with 

research into human behavior during and after bombardment, generally focuses on the 

political, economic and policy-related aspects of disaster events. The first anthropological 

contributions to the field, beginning in the 1960s, coincided with the rising popularity of 

topics such as sociocultural change, political ecology, and the increasing vulnerability of 

traditional anthropological subjects (Oliver-Smith and Hoffman 2002: 5). Today, 
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Anthropologists continue to analyze disasters in terms of the ―ongoing social orders, 

human-environment relations, and historical structural processes‖ that cause them 

(Oliver-Smith 1999c: 22).   

Disaster anthropology seems to have been solidified as an area of research with 

the publication of Anthony Oliver-Smith and Susanna M. Hoffman‘s co-edited volumes 

The Angry Earth (1999) and Catastrophe and Culture (2002). Combined, Oliver-Smith 

and Hoffman, who both theorized disaster (Hoffman 1999a, 1999c, 2002; Oliver-Smith 

1999a, 1999c, 2002; Oliver-Smith and Hoffman 2002) and carried out fieldwork in 

disaster-stricken communities (Hoffman 1999b, 1999c; Oliver Smith 1999b), have 

produced a large portion of the recent anthropological scholarship on disasters, 

solidifying its legitimacy. Other anthropologists have taken interest in highly publicized 

disasters, such as the Bhopal incident (Rajan 2002), Chernobyl (Stephens 2002), the 

Exxon-Valdez oil spill (Dyer 2002), and Hurricane Katrina (Lipsitz 2006; Masquelier 

2006; Morgan et. al. 2006; Paredes 2006; Petterson et. al. 2006). Still others have become 

―disaster anthropologists‖ by virtue of their homes or field sites experiencing an 

unexpected disaster (Breunlin and Regis 2006; Ethridge 2006). For a comprehensive 

overview of the subfield, see Doug Henry‘s ―Anthropological Contributions to the Study 

of Disaster,‖ which outlines the ways in which anthropology has shaped researchers‘ 

understandings of ―the life-cycle of a disaster event,‖ including ―pre-disaster 

vulnerability, conceptions of risk, individual and social response and coping strategies, 

and relief management‖ (2005: 1).  

The disciplines‘ focus on relief management demonstrates that it is not justified 

solely on an academic basis—many applied disaster anthropologists use their research to 
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inform disaster planning and recovery policies (Oliver-Smith and Hoffman 2002: 5). That 

said, anthropologists also argue that disasters are useful to study because they expose the 

usually obscured ways in which culture and society function. Expanding on this idea, 

Oliver-Smith and Hoffman contend that disasters reveal ―the complex interactions of 

physical, biological, and sociocultural systems‖ (5) and allow for the exploration of 

―questions regarding human needs, resource access and distribution, property relations, 

and altruism and self-interest‖ (10). The realization of this method of extracting ―culture‖ 

can be traced to Malinowski, who wrote that ―the occurrence of such acts of destiny 

engender not merely reflection, thought, and emotional responses; they force the human 

group to take action‖ (1988: 289). The statement ―to take action‖ alludes to the fact that 

disasters are also catalysts for societal and cultural change; there is not necessarily a 

return to the status quo.  

Because of their varied causes and effects, there is no consensus on how to define 

disaster within the research community. Oliver-Smith tackles this topic in his essay 

―What is a Disaster?‖ (1999c). He believes that ―natural disasters‖ occur in the context of 

a set of ―interacting and mutually constituting processes of human society and material 

culture…and of nature‖ (28) and defines them as ―failures of human systems to 

understand and address the interactions of this set of interrelated systems, producing a 

collapse of cultural protections and a resulting set of effects‖ (28). In other words, natural 

disasters are socially embedded events that occur when society fails to protect against 

environmental hazards. The distinction between hazard and disaster is important: hazards 

exist objectively, but disaster events are experienced subjectively. This implies that, 

while we cannot prevent hazardous events from occurring, we can lessen their impact on 
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human activity, effectively preventing them from becoming disasters (Wright and Rossi 

1981: 46). 

For Oliver-Smith, the distinction between hazard and disaster also suggests that 

―disasters come into existence in both the material and the social worlds and, perhaps, in 

some hybrid space between them‖ (2002: 31). He attempts to theorize this hybrid space 

by investigating what disasters can teach us about the mutuality of nature and culture. In 

Western society, ―nature has been constructed as a fund of resources that human beings 

have not only a right to dip into, but also a right to alter and otherwise dominate in any 

way they deem fit‖ (31). In line with this view, members of Western societies perceive a 

fundamental division between nature and culture and define hazards ―as interruptions or 

violations of order by a natural world that is at odds with a human world‖ (31). In a 

corrective effort, Oliver-Smith attempts to redeem nature by disclosing ―the deep 

sociocultural and political economic underpinnings of disasters‖ (29), arguing that the 

combined effects of financial and social inequality, inappropriate forms of natural 

resource exploitation, and the myth of nature‘s plasticity have led to increased 

vulnerability and incidence of disaster in the modern world (33-36).  

Oliver-Smith ultimately suggests that ―disasters, because of their material 

expression, their emergence from human-environment mutuality, and their cultural 

construction, belong to that class of phenomena that are ‗neither purely object (nature) 

nor subject (social discourse)…which lie between the opposite epistemological poles, 

frozen into the dichotomy between the natural and social sciences‘ (Gandy 1996)‖ (40). 

As such, disasters allow us to reconceptualize the nature-culture divide by bringing 

nature in from ―out there.‖  
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Similarly, Hoffman points out that disasters muddle Western society‘s neat 

division between nature and culture: ―Culture…is not in fact truly separate from nature, 

only categorized so by certain people. All human endeavor takes place on a physical 

plane, and in all too numerous ways that physical plane converges into what people have 

distinguished as the cultural, continuously confusing their tidy arrangement. In the face of 

catastrophe, the disequilibrium becomes acute. Indeed, it erupts‖ (2002: 114).  

Again, this thesis was deeply influenced by the work of Oliver-Smith and 

Hoffman and, although I do not return to this topic until the conclusion, I believe that 

Hurricane Ike recovery, on both the societal and individual level, was rooted in attempts 

to reinstate a comfortable division between nature and culture. 

“Not Everything in its Path” 

 

Despite what the muddling of nature and culture might reveal to researchers, it 

caused considerable confusion and consternation amongst Bolivar residents. Anthony 

Giddens, writing about ―the sequestration of experience,‖ explains that ―day-to-day social 

life tends to become separated from ‗original‘ nature and from a variety of experiences 

bearing on existential questions and dilemmas.‖ This means that ―for many people, direct 

contact with events and situations which link the individual lifespan to broad issues of 

morality and finitude are rare and fleeting‖ (1991: 8). I think that Hurricane Ike, and 

disasters in general, qualify as such events. For the time being, they peel back a layer of 

their victims‘ ontological security, making them more aware of danger and life. Ike 

forced individuals to reflect on their material possessions, relationships, communities, 

and environments, and to make unexpected life decisions. In short, Ike was confusing. 
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This confusion was heightened by the fact that the storm ―didn‘t take everything 

in its path,‖ as Opal Cisco, one of my most valued friends and informants, phrased it. 

Some people returned to virtually unscathed homes, but many returned to nothing more 

than a concrete slab. Others discovered an inexplicable trail of their material belongings 

across the peninsula. Opal, who lost her home, illustrated her confusion by describing the 

items she found on her property: ―My father‘s wheelchair had been in the bottom and it 

was just sitting right off the slab there. The TV set was in the people next door‘s yard. I 

found my mixer and the remote to the TV, can you believe!? The remote to the TV, that 

little old thing! These huge pieces of furniture were gone and the remote to the TV‘s 

sitting on the slab.‖ Attempting to make scientific sense of the storm helped residents 

come to terms with their losses but, ultimately, they accepted that there would be no 

explaining exactly how or why Hurricane Ike ripped across the peninsula.  

Hurricane Ike confused not only the physical landscape, but also the communities, 

social structures, and psyches of its victims, to varying degrees. As opposed to when they 

were talking about the physical destruction, people were less articulate at describing their 

psychological destruction and confusion. Similarly, Kai Erikson, sociologist and author 

of the landmark disaster study Everything in Its Path, writes that the survivors of the 

Buffalo Creek Flood, who were ―richly articulate when describing the flood and their 

reaction to it, [did] not really know how to express what their separation from the familiar 

tissues of home [had] meant to them‖ (1979: 2). Opal described it as having her brain 

sucked out—Ike sucked her community out to sea and her brain washed away with it. 

This thesis focuses on how the residents of the Bolivar Peninsula responded to 

and coped with the myriad confusions—physical and mental, environmental and 
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cultural—of Hurricane Ike. I chose to title it ―Not Everything in its Path‖ both as an 

homage to Erikson and because it emphasizes that Ike was not uniform, either in the 

physical destruction it wrought or in its effects on people‘s psyches. In an effort to 

understand how Ike affected the peninsula, I use residents‘ words and actions to examine 

the personal and social coping that occurred alongside more straightforward recovery and 

rebuilding efforts.  

 The first three chapters introduce provide the context for my findings. Chapter 

One introduces the geography, history, and culture of the Bolivar Peninsula, Chapter Two 

describes Hurricane Ike, its destruction, and the peninsula‘s recovery timeline, and 

Chapter Three explains my methodology.  

Chapters Four and Five present some of the further ―confusions‖ that the storm 

generated. Specifically, Chapter Four discusses the ―insurance disaster,‖ the term I use to 

refer to residents‘ disagreements and legal battles with the Texas Windstorm Insurance 

Agency (TWIA). Debating with the agency prompted residents to seek out scientific 

understanding of the storm and to validate their claims by hiring ―experts.‖ Switching 

gears, Chapter Five is about residents‘ opinions of and engagement with various media 

outlets. I argue that having to present themselves to the media made them more aware of 

the importance of the peninsula community and its image. Overall, dealing with TWIA 

and the media prompted residents to assert their ownership over Ike and defend their 

―definition of disaster, victimization, [and] need‖ (Hoffman 1999c: 148).  

 Chapter Six begins with a brief description of the ways in which residents used 

communication tools and community groups in order to cope. It then explains the ―Texan 

myth‖ of resilience, which residents applied to themselves in order to reaffirm their 
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independence after Hurricane Ike. Also, throughout Chapters Five and Six, residents 

draw comparisons between themselves and the poor, black survivors of Hurricane 

Katrina. Using these comparisons, I show how Katrina influenced Bolivar residents‘ 

understandings of themselves and their own recovery efforts. At the end of Chapter Six, I 

address the racism that is prevalent within this phenomenon.  

Hoffman describes how ―survivors come to a reframing of their lives, including 

an explanation of the calamity. They overlay old ideologies and explanations with 

revisions. They arrive once again at a construct of identity and formulate a picture of their 

vulnerability‖ (1999c: 150). In the conclusion, I argue that a large part of this reframing 

occurred as residents recognized the importance of place, landscape and material 

belongings and the memories they associated with them. Returning to the topic of nature 

and culture, the conclusion also explains how residents modified their environment to 

control nature during the recovery process.  

On the whole, this thesis does not confront the findings of established disaster 

anthropologists or construct new theories about disaster. Rather, I hope that it accurately 

and anthropologically documents the residents of the Bolivar Peninsula, the challenges 

and confusions they faced, and the coping strategies they employed in the wake of 

Hurricane Ike, while also dialoging with previous disaster studies.
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VOICES (1) 

 

You came down here and it was very social (before Ike). As soon as you pulled up, the 

neighbor was walking across the street and introducing themselves and within a short 

amount of time you knew everybody in the neighborhood. And there was always 

something going on: ―We're going to have a fish fry this weekend‖ or ―my wife's cooking 

gumbo and you should come over,‖ that sort of thing.  That was constantly taking place 

and I don't know if it was because of the group of people that kind of built this place.  In 

my mind, and I've said this to my wife and I've said this to other people, I don't look for 

that atmosphere to return here and that's a fear of mine. 

           Allen Hardegree 

 

 

 

 

It looked so dreary, or, I don‘t know what the word is, just so unreal, that I couldn‘t 

imagine anything ever coming back to the norm. Or, I knew in my head if it did, that it 

would take years and years. And I didn‘t know if I was up for that, to try to rebuild and 

put it all back together knowing that we were the only house out here...It just seemed like 

the impossible to come back down here and start over again. 

          Clayton Letellier 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

CONTEXT: BOLIVAR PENINSULA 

 

 

Bolivar Peninsula is a thin, 27 mile-long strip of land in Galveston County, Texas 

lying roughly three miles to the east of Galveston Island and connected to the southwest 

corner of Chambers County. Arguably a very precarious place to live, it functions as a 

barrier island, protecting the East Bay, and ranges from only a fourth of a mile to a half of 

a mile wide. There are four communities on the peninsula, each with a distinctive 

character. At the far west lies Port Bolivar, an aging, working class town insulated on the 

bay side of the peninsula. About ten miles from Port Bolivar and the ferry landing is 

Crystal Beach, a laid-back vacation and retiree community that serves as the social hub of 

the peninsula. Another six miles down the road is Gilchrist, a smaller, older community 

that was a popular vacation destination in the 50s and 60s.  High Island, a residential 

community, so named because it sits on a salt dome at an elevation of fifteen feet, is 

situated at the far eastern end of the peninsula. For the most part, my project focuses on 

residents of Crystal Beach and Gilchrist.  

The peninsula is accessible by two routes: a free, public ferry from Galveston and 

on Highway 124 which runs from Interstate 10 to High Island, where it meets up with 

Highway 87, the only major road through Gilchrist and Crystal Beach. Over the 

mainland, these access points are a two hour drive from each other. This relative isolation 

has kept the peninsula less developed than most coastal tourist destinations. 
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Figure 1: Maps of Bolivar Peninsula. The first map shows the peninsula (area in the red box) in relation 

to the Houston-Galveston-Beaumont area. The next two, meant to be viewed side by side, show the 

peninsula in detail. (Sources: Mapquest, and the Bolivar Peninsula Chamber of Commerce at  

www.BolivarChamber.org.) 
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The peninsula also remained relatively undeveloped because of The Coastal 

Barrier Resources Act (COBRA) of 1982, which ―removed the Federal government from 

financial involvement associated with building and development in undeveloped portions 

of designated coastal barriers‖ (Federal Emergency Management Agency). In the early 

1980s, the federal government used aerial photos to decide on coastal properties that had 

little or no development and designated them ―COBRA zones.‖ These areas became 

ineligible for ―any federal program that may have the effects of encouraging development 

on coastal barrier islands,‖ including post-disaster loans and grants. Also, any structures 

―built or substantially improved‖ after the zone‘s designation were ineligible for the 

National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP).  

COBRA is a ―risk avoidance‖ program. Anthropologists Philip Berke and 

Thomas Campanella point out that, in the past, the federal government has supported risk 

reduction and risk sharing rather than risk avoidance. Risk reduction refers to federally 

funded projects such as seawalls and beach renourishment that justify increased 

development in hazardous areas. Risk sharing refers to generous disaster relief payments 

that also encourage high-risk development. On the other hand, risk avoidance refers to 

policies that discourage development in hazardous areas in the first place (2006: 195-6). 

While Bolivar had certainly benefited from beach renourishment programs and relief aid, 

COBRA had successfully discouraged development on the peninsula, although there was 

still ample space to build in the non-COBRA zones. All undeveloped swaths of land on 

the peninsula were either part of a COBRA zone or the property of the Audubon Society. 
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The only exceptions were The Biscayne and Rancho Caribe, two upscale, gated housing 

developments recently built in COBRA zones outside of Crystal Beach.  

As of the 2000 census, there were 5,425 housing units on the peninsula, 3,624 of 

which served as rental properties or vacation/seasonal homes. The remaining 1,801 units 

housed 3,853 people and 1,138 families. In addition to the homes, most of which were 

mobile homes or modestly-sized beach cabins built on pilings, there were several 

businesses: a full-size grocery store known locally as the ―Big Store,‖ three small 

hardware stores, ten restaurants, two bars, a bank, four gas stations, a number of tourist 

and bait shops, three small water parks, three motels, at least four real estate companies, 

an insurance agent, a doctor, a lawyer, homebuilders, and many other small businesses. 

Additionally, there were twelve churches, four volunteer fire departments, a chamber of 

commerce, a local monthly newspaper, four post offices, a county building that housed 

the sheriff‘s office, the constable, and the justice of the peace, two schools, a small art 

museum, several bird sanctuaries, four parks with playgrounds, a fairground, and several 

community groups. There were no chain stores or fast food restaurants, a perk to most 

residents, who tended to enjoy a quiet, slow lifestyle.   

The beaches, the area‘s main draw for both residents and tourists, were 

characterized by muddy waters, small waves, brown sand, and skimpy dunes. They 

varied in width but averaged about 100 yards. Seaweed often built up along the shoreline 

and in some areas the county scraped it back into the dunes, which were usually built up 

with bales of hay and old Christmas trees. Looking out over the water, one could see 

several offshore oil platforms, shrimpers trawling the gulf, and large freighters waiting 
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their turn to enter the Houston Ship Channel. While most people agree that Bolivar‘s 

beaches are not the prettiest, the residents appreciated them nonetheless. The Texas Open 

Beaches Act (Texas Natural Resources Code, Chapter 61) protects the public‘s common-

law right to free and unrestricted access to all Texas beaches. Most residents were very 

proud of this law and liked to cite it, especially when drawing comparisons between their 

beaches and commercialized, private beaches in Florida and California. Not only were all 

of Bolivar‘s beaches open to the public, driving, camping, building fires and drinking 

alcoholic beverages, activities that were prohibited on many other beaches, were allowed. 

The downside to this freedom was that the peninsula‘s more popular beaches ended up 

littered with trash, lacked public amenities such as showers, and had flattened dunes. As 

such, some residents expressed interest in keeping cars off the beach. 

On weekdays and in the winter before Ike, the beaches were quiet and sparsely 

populated. Some stretches of the coast hardly saw visitors at all. On summer weekends, 

groups of people, usually families, parked their cars or golf carts at comfortable intervals 

along the beach. People sat and chatted in lawn chairs, fished, played horseshoes and 

Frisbee, went beachcombing, and made short forays into the water while kids built 

sandcastles and played with boogie boards. ―The Zoo,‖ a popular stretch of Crystal 

Beach, drew a younger crowd that liked to party. Morning and night, they lined their cars 

up like sardines along both the dune and water sides of the beach. On Labor Day and 

Fourth of July, ―The Zoo‖ would be jammed with standstill traffic, making it nearly 

impossible to find a place to park.   
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Although Crystal Beach had incorporated in the past, at the time of the storm 

none of the communities on the peninsula were cities. As such, the area was under the 

jurisdiction of Galveston County and its most immediate representative was the county 

commissioner for Precinct One, which encompassed the entire peninsula and the east end 

of Galveston Island. Residents complained that the peninsula was the ―red-headed step-

child‖ of Galveston County and that they never received proper funding. For instance, 

there was no sewer system or garbage pick-up program. The Bolivar Peninsula Special 

Utilities District (BPSUD) provided water to the area, and the ―water board,‖ which 

consisted of eleven elected community members, was generally considered the most 

important decision making body in the area. 

Most Bolivar residents actually felt more connected to Chambers County than to 

Galveston. This makes sense not only because they were geographically connected to 

Chambers County, but also because many retirees and visitors to the peninsula were 

originally from the ―Golden Triangle,‖ the area of southeast Texas between Beaumont, 

Port Arthur, and Orange. The beach towns of Gilchrist and Crystal Beach were originally 

known as places where working class people from the triangle could afford to vacation 

and retire, while Galveston Island beach homes were considered the provenance of 

wealthy Houstonians. Although this was still largely true at the time of the storm, larger, 

more expensive housing developments were starting to pop up in Crystal Beach. Many 

wealthier residents promoted this ―modernization,‖ hoping it would bring more tourist 

dollars and county support to the area, but others feared that high-dollar developments 

would ruin the laid-back atmosphere of the peninsula by forcing those with less money to 



 

 

16 

 

move away. Exacerbating this trend, the county adopted new, stricter building codes in 

2001. Starting at this time, all new homes were required to have breakaway walls on the 

bottom floor and be elevated 17 feet above sea level, among other restrictions. These 

restrictions, while making the area safer, have also made it much more expensive to 

build. As a result, homeowners started installing more ―modular homes,‖ prefabricated 

houses that could be placed on pilings and covered by a single insurance policy. Also, 

Crystal Beach, which experienced a building boom after Hurricane Carla severely 

damaged Gilchrist in 1961, was continuing to grow in popularity as a tourist destination 

for people from the Houston area, a change that many residents attribute to crowded 

conditions, parking fees, and rules on the Galveston beaches. 

I identified four types of people that functioned as part of the peninsula 

communities: retiree residents, lifetime and working residents, vacation homeowners, and 

frequent visitors and renters. For reasons of feasibility, I decided to focus on residents, 

both retiree and lifetime, who decided to return. In the second category, there were a few 

well-known, long-time resident families on the peninsula that dated to the days of cattle 

ranching, watermelon farming, intensive oil drilling, and bustling activity at Port Bolivar. 

When these activities died down in the early 20
th

 century, the peninsula became a 

difficult place to make a living and raise a family. In the words of lifetime resident Dallas 

Brightwell, ―There aren‘t a lot of opportunities. You fish or crab or you build houses. 

You own your own business. You work for the county or the school district and that‘s 

about it.‖  
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Because the Bolivar Peninsula is a ―Census Designated Place,‖ each of the four 

communities‘ census data is reported together, making it impossible for me to quantify 

the populations, age and racial makeup, and median income for the people of Crystal 

Beach and Gilchrist. That said, according to the 2000 census for the entire peninsula. 

93.7% of residents were white, the median income was $34,235, and the median age was 

48.5, with 21.6% over 65 (United States Census Bureau 2000).  

From my experiences in each of the communities, I would guess that the full-time 

populations of Gilchrist and Crystal Beach were somewhat older and wealthier than those 

of Port Bolivar and High Island. Also, most people resided in and visited these 

communities by choice, usually in order to escape from the drudgery of work and/or city 

life. Many people found the area attractive because of the fishing opportunities at 

Rollover Pass, a manmade cut connecting the gulf to the bay at Gilchrist, and in the 

Intracoastal Canal, which runs along the north side of the peninsula, providing boaters 

with access to the gulf. Others enjoyed the opportunity to go birding and shelling, the 

fresh seafood, and the simple peace and quiet. Surprisingly few residents regularly visited 

the beach, claiming that it lost its charm over time:  

Well you know, it‘s just a way of life you get used to. It gets in your 

blood. You really, really love it. And it‘s not the fact that you live by the 

beach.  Heck, I never even went to the beach. You know, I haven‘t been to 

the beach probably in two years. It‘s just a pace of life and it‘s isolated. 

Heaven knows if you get sick you‘re probably gonna die before you can 

get over where somebody can help you. (Iva Corrao) 

 

Despite its small size and fairly homogenous appearance, class distinctions 

certainly existed on the peninsula. Crystal Beach residents felt superior to Gilchrist 

residents, and both groups disdained the ―rough people‖ in Port Bolivar and the 
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―undesirables‖ who rented trailers in their communities. I also heard many surreptitious 

whispers about dysfunctional families in Port Bolivar. Because of these distinctions and 

the individual character of each of the towns, I struggled with whether or not it was 

appropriate to refer to the peninsula as a single community. Mr. Brightwell, who grew up 

in Gilchrist and High Island, explained that 

You had individual town pride, but you were all one peninsula. That‘s 

really the backbone of this whole stretch. We‘re just a big, damn sand bar, 

a barrier reef. It‘s not rocket science stuff. That‘s all it is. Those elements 

and the things you go through within those elements make for a bond, a 

tightness of bond that you‘re one community. Is there some rivalry? Sure 

what football team wouldn‘t want to beat each other? What softball team 

or fishing team or whatever it is? Gilchrist wants to be better than Crystal 

Beach, that‘s normal anywhere, but the peninsula is one place. It really is. 

There are just little stops around the way. 

 

After discussing the issue with several residents, I decided to refer to the peninsula as a 

single community throughout my thesis. Not only do people refer to themselves as part of 

the peninsula community, the county and state governments do as well.  

As in most communities, some people were more active than others. With a 

fishing club, cultural foundation, AARP group, quilting club, art group, exercise group, 

gardening club, outreach group, chamber of commerce, volunteer fire department, 

community associations, school groups, several churches, and events like the annual Crab 

Festival and Christmas and Mardi Gras parades, there was plenty to get involved with 

and, since many people were part of several of these groups, there were plenty of chances 

to gossip. A different group of people frequented the live bands that played almost every 

weekend at the restaurants and bars. Not everyone knew each other, but it seemed like 

almost everyone was connected in an interwoven social network.  
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With the exception of a few new arrivals, the people of Bolivar were accustomed 

to dealing with tropical storms and hurricanes. The area regularly flooded during severe 

storms, though water never entered the houses. Most residents had a fairly standardized 

evacuation plan, including what they brought with them, where they went, and how they 

secured their homes. These activities represent ―adaptations‖ to the hazards that the gulf 

coast environment posed, a topic disaster anthropologists frequently analyze. 

Adaptations serve to mitigate vulnerability. Oliver-Smith and Hoffman explain 

that ―the conjunction of a human population and a potentially destructive agent does not 

inevitably produce a disaster‖ (2002: 3).  Rather, ―a disaster becomes unavoidable in the 

context of a historically produced pattern of ‗vulnerability,‘ evidenced in the location, 

infrastructure, sociopolitical organization, production and distribution systems, and 

ideology of a society‖ (3). In short, vulnerability is determined by ―those aspects of 

society that reduce or exacerbate the impact of a hazard‖ (Oliver-Smith 2002: 27). 

Anthropologists Robert Bolin and Lois Stanford examine vulnerability and coping 

capacity in the United States in relation to resource availability: ―Resources comprise a 

variety of material and social assets, including finances, information, social support 

networks, income opportunities, legal rights, and political power‖ (1999: 90). On the 

peninsula, most residents benefitted from their financial assets and social support 

networks, but felt that they had little political power and that they received stilted 

information. Also, some people felt that their legal rights were in jeopardy in regards to 

insurance problems. 



 

 

20 

 

The communities on the Bolivar Peninsula, compared to larger Texas coastal 

communities, were especially vulnerable to Ike because they were small, unincorporated, 

and located on a thin peninsula that acted as a barrier island. There was no artificial 

protection such as a sea wall, many houses were older and did not conform to current 

building codes, and the area was equipped with a poor water drainage system. My 

informants, who often compared themselves to Galveston, made it clear that the 

peninsula was more vulnerable than ―the island‖ in terms of financial capacity, 

governmental representation and services, infrastructure, and geography. As Bolin and 

Stanford suggest, individual vulnerability, was further influenced by the person‘s 

monetary resources and ability to navigate the regulations surrounding recovery, as well 

as the quality, location, and insurance coverage of their businesses and houses and the 

amount of support offered by friends and family. 

Oliver-Smith expands on how the wealthy mitigate their vulnerability: 

In general, environmental security is a premium enjoyed predominantly by 

the beneficiaries of the social relations of production and distribution, but 

there is not always a perfect relationship. Cultural values can distort the 

relationship, convincing the wealthy that it is safe to live on hurricane 

coasts and on fault lines with spectacular views. Even then, superior 

engineering, generally only available to the well off, reduces that 

vulnerability significantly. Insurance also buffers loss and induces people 

to occupy risky places (2002: 36, my emphasis). 

 

This quote aptly explains the situation in Crystal Beach and Gilchrist, where the residents 

were, in comparison to most disaster victims, financially well-off. Their decision to live 

by the coast made them vulnerable to tropical storms, an acceptable risk that was 

promoted by personal appreciation of the area, as well as cultural values that encouraged 

residing near the coast. The peninsula provided a sought-after escape:  a slow lifestyle, a 
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small-town feel, proximity to the beach, a close-knit group of friends. For residents, these 

satisfactions outweighed any danger. Many of them rested easy, knowing that having 

their house built to code and adequate insurance reduced their vulnerability. Everyone 

was aware that a devastating hurricane had the potential to affect them, but no one lived 

their life in constant expectation of it. 

 Hurricane Alicia in 1983 and Hurricane Carla in 1961 were the last truly 

devastating storms to affect the area and people drew many comparisons between them 

and Ike. In 2005, Hurricane Rita, which struck the Texas-Louisiana border, caused a 

small storm surge and some damage on the peninsula. In 2007, a Category 1 hurricane, 

Humberto, made landfall over High Island causing widespread flooding and destroying 

dozens of homes. Tropical Storm Edouard drenched the peninsula in August 2008 and 

Hurricane Gustav threatened the area a week before Ike, though it did not amount to 

anything. Many people evacuated for these storms, and those who evacuated for Gustav 

had barely returned home before Ike became imminent. 

Anthropologists Tamar Liebes and Menahem Blondheim describe disasters as 

moments when ―history splits, and we define the world as ‗before‘ and ‗after‘‖ (2005: 

190). Likewise, residents used these storms as chronological markers for the history of 

the area, which helped them organize their memories. Rusell Dynes, a political scientist, 

expands on this observation: ―Some people have compared disasters to a drama which 

grips people‘s imaginations, heightens the sense of importance of human action, and 

facilitates emotional identification. Such events become important in the collective 

memories of a community and provide major reference points by which other events 
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become compared and rated‖ (1970: 99). Residents acknowledged this phenomenon in 

interviews:  

You know my husband is from Ft. Worth and he's never been through 

hurricanes, storms like this. When he met my parents and all, he brought 

to my attention, he said, ‗Do you realize that all of your family, when they 

remember something, their timeline is associated with a hurricane:‘ ‗Oh 

that was before hurricane Audrey, you remember correctly.‘ Everything is 

around a hurricane. And since Katrina, Rita, Ike, that's what makes me 

remember…That helps me put a timeline in perspective, so I do it too. 

(Marcie Buttrey) 

 

In the summer of 2009, Hurricane Ike had already become the most important historical 

marker for the residents of the peninsula. One resident told me, ―I don't think that I'll ever 

get to where I don't associate everything pre-Ike and after Ike‖ (Harriet Albro). Another 

resident explained, ―I mean, people are still talking about the 1900 storm. We're gonna be 

talking about this for a while; this is where we made history‖ (Marcie Buttrey). The 

following chapters elaborate on why Hurricane Ike was such an important event for the 

communities of Crystal Beach and Gilchrist and demonstrate how it constructed 

residents‘ histories.  
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VOICES (2) 
 

I think the hardest thing is that there's no compassion from outside of this area and inside 

the area everybody is on pins and needles. I see people and say hello and they just start 

crying and it's like ―oh my gosh.‖ And there's nothing you can do. You can't bring back 

what's gone. It's gone. 

          Christa Pelt 

 

 

 

 

When you lose your joy there‘s something wrong. And see, I don‘t have my joy 

anymore…And the memory just can‘t be erased. But at least I stopped going into my 

neighborhood and sitting in front of the street and looking at an empty lot. I don‘t do that 

anymore. I only quit doing that a week ago. I‘d go over there and (theatrical sobbing 

noises). In fact when I drive by my neighborhood I just turn my head this way, I don‘t 

even want to see it.  

          Iva Corrao 

 

 

 

 

One of the things that I've noticed long term was that people's personalities kind of 

changed a little bit. In my own case, before, I'd let things go. If things weren‘t quite right, 

if my hamburger wasn't right, like maybe it had pickles on it and I didn't want pickles, for 

example, I just let something like that go before. But, now I'm very short tempered and I 

just don't put up with much inconvenience.  

Allen Hardegree 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

CONTEXT: HURRICANE IKE 

 

 

Hurricane Ike made landfall over the east end of Galveston Island, TX on the 

morning of September 13, 2008 at 2:10 am. Although in terms of wind speed Ike was 

only a Category 2, it was the largest storm ever observed in the Atlantic basin, had a 

storm surge equivalent to a Category 5, and was the third most destructive storm to hit 

the United States. Bolivar Peninsula bore the brunt of the powerful right front quadrant of 

the storm, sustaining a storm surge of 20 feet and winds of 109 mph (National Climatic 

Data Center 2009). The peninsula was covered with 10 feet of water, not including wave 

action (Berg 2009: 6). Ike‘s storm surge, which rapidly pushed water over the peninsula 

and then sucked it back out, was easily its most destructive element and even prompted 

meteorologists to revise the Saffir-Simpson Hurricane Wind Scale. 

Officially, ten peninsula residents‘ bodies were located and identified after the 

storm and, as of Summer 2009, four others were still listed as missing by the Laura 

Recovery Center, a small non-profit that helped locate and reconnect residents. 

Throughout Texas there were an additional sixty-six deaths indirectly caused by the 

storm (Berg 2009: 9). Most peninsula residents believed that significantly more people 

died than were reported. According to a FEMA survey, ―nearly 61 percent of the homes 

were destroyed and essentially all of the peninsula‘s residents and businesses were 

displaced‖ (Bolivar Blueprint 2009). A member of the water board quantified the damage 

for me: ―We had 849 taps right after the storm. We had 6,200 plus before the storm. So 

we lost over 4,000 houses. Bad. According to Entergy there were 1,344 standing 
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structures after the storm and not all of those were habitable.‖ In Gilchrist, only three 

homes out of four hundred survived. Needless to say, water, electricity and telephone 

services were out for several weeks, if not months, and no businesses were able to reopen 

without significant repairs. 

 

 
 

Figure 2: 

Photos taken in 

October 2008, 

four months 

after Hurricane 

Ike made 

landfall. The 

photos 

represent 

Crystal Beach, 

Gilchrist and 

Port Bolivar. 

(Photos by 

author) 
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Anyone who witnessed the damage after the storm firsthand would tell you that 

these statistics and pictures do not do it justice. How residents must have felt upon seeing 

their community is beyond my comprehension, and seems to be beyond their own as 

well. When explaining their first reactions to the damage, many people could only say 

that ―it looked like a bomb had dropped.‖ Like the residents, I also struggle to explain the 

physical destruction wrought by the storm, much less the psychological and social effects 

of the storm. Below I sketch a general picture of the immediate restoration and longer-

term recovery, both of which took place at individual, community, and societal levels.  

 Despite the almost unfathomable destruction, recovery efforts started 

immediately. The following page offers an at-glance view of the local recovery and 

restoration process.

Figure 3: A before and after aerial view of a typical neighborhood in Crystal Beach. The six rows of 

houses closest to the beach are almost completely destroyed. Also note the loss of greenery. (Source: 

Google Maps) 



 

 

Figure 4: This timeline offers presents a smattering of the events on the peninsula that contributed to recovery. This information was taken 

from a more extensive timeline published by a peninsula resident and included here as an appendix (Timeline created by author).  

 

September 2008 October 2008 November 2008 

 

10/10/08: 

Applicati-

ons for 

FEMA 

housing 

open. 

10/4/08: 

County 

starts 

assessing 

damages to 

individual 

properties. 

9/15/08: 

Mandatory 

Evacuation 

ordered. 

9/18/08: 

―Rescue‖ 

efforts are 

complete. 

10/30/09: 

County 

debris 

removal 

begins; 

electricity 

is available. 

10/3/08: 

Water 

available in 

most areas; 

plans 

announced 

to fix ferry 

and bridge. 

PENINSULA RECOVERY TIMELINE 

9/13/08: 

Ike makes 

landfall at 

2:10 am. 

 

9/14/08: 

―No Fly 

Zone‖ in 

place. 

9/26/08: 

Look and 

Leave 

begins. 

5,000 visit. 

10/12/09: 

Most 

churches 

are 

holding 

services 

in their 

lots. 

10/5/08: 

The Tiki 

Bar and 

Coconuts 

are 

serving 

free, hot 

meals.  

10/20/08: 

Curfew 

extended 

to 

6:00am-

6:00pm. 

11/26/08: 

Two-way 

traffic 

restored at 

Rollover. 

11/10/08: 

Vacate order 

lifted; ferry 

reopens. 

11/14/09: 

The POD 

closes; 

more police 

presence. 
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 As the above timeline
1
 indicates, the residents and property owners were at the 

mercy of the government and utility companies throughout much of the recovery process. 

Not surprisingly, there was some tension between people‘s needs and wants and what 

these entities could accomplish. On the individual‘s part, much of the process involved 

waiting, either for debris removal, a loan or grant, a building permit from the county, a 

contractor to finish a job, a school to reopen, a trailer to arrive, or a check from FEMA or 

an insurance company. For people anxious to get back in their homes and return to 

normalcy, this was a difficult process. Combined with the expense of rebuilding, this 

meant that many of the poorer families and elderly were unable to return.  

 In many ways, hurricane recovery is a never-ending process on the peninsula. 

Again, Mr. Brightwell relates his experience with past hurricanes: 

To get it back and going, it just takes years after something like this. It‘s 

not an overnight thing. I know hurricane Carla was in 1961 and Ike was in 

2008, wasn‘t it? Last year. Well in 47 years there were still things in 

Gilchrist that were not rebuilt. There are things here that will never be 

rebuilt, there will be people that will never come back. There will be 

people that say they‘re going to come back and will start, but once they 

see the desolation of it, how enormous it really is, they‘ll go on, they‘ll try 

it, they‘ll just go somewhere else, they‘ll get tired of it. It happens every 

hurricane. Not a new thing. 

 

Although each individual‘s experience with the storm and recovery was unique, I 

want to construct a general outline of the storm and recovery experience, focusing on 

those who were able and willing to return. I intersperse this outline with anthropological 

disaster theory and point out how the residents‘ actions paralleled the seemingly universal 

stages of disaster recovery, as they are indentified by Hoffman (1999c: 14). In short, I 

describe the basics of confusion and coping after Hurricane Ike on an individual level.  
                                                           
1
 See the appendix for a more in-depth to these activities. timeline. 
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As late as Wednesday night, Ike was predicted to make landfall 100 miles south 

of Galveston. Needless to say, people were constantly checking the weather forecast, as 

they do any time there is a storm in the gulf. But to most Crystal Beach and Gilchrist 

residents, the warnings about Ike, which was ―only a Category 2,‖ were like those for any 

other storm and they took no extra precautions. Many people left as early as Tuesday or 

Wednesday, some convinced by loved ones that, to be on the safe side, they should come 

up for a visit. They packed like they did during any evacuation: a few family memorabilia 

items, jewelry, insurance papers, and a couple changes of clothes. Others planned to 

leave Thursday, waking that morning to a rapidly rising gulf. Several people attribute 

their decision to evacuate to this unusually high water. Indeed, Thursday morning the 

storm turned towards Galveston and officials ordered a mandatory evacuation. The 

BPSUD shut off all water at 5pm and the last ferry off the peninsula left at 11pm that 

night. Then, sometime early Friday morning, Highway 87 flooded, preventing people 

from leaving the peninsula. A few stragglers were able to make it to High Island in the 

back of a large truck or by foot and others were rescued from the local school by Coast 

Guard helicopters. Still others braved Ike on the peninsula, some by necessity and others 

by choice.  Once off the peninsula, everyone headed north, usually to a relative or 

friend‘s home, but sometimes to a hotel, where they settled in to watch the news until the 

power cut out.  

In most disaster situations, there is a short period of extreme individuation in 

which, faced with dissolved social form and fabric, people fend for themselves (Hoffman 

1999c: 137). Although evacuation was in many ways a routine procedure, it paralleled 
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this stage in that people were concerned with saving themselves, their families, and their 

possessions. When it became apparent that Ike had done considerable damage to the 

peninsula, residents entered a liminal state ―where survivors [had] little sociocultural 

context and, thus, little identity‖ (138).  

Nobody I spoke to was completely sure why, but immediately after Ike hit, Texas 

governor Rick Perry ordered a media blackout over the entire peninsula. People 

speculated that there were dead bodies scattered about and that the damage was 

horrendous. Those who had evacuated were left in the dark as to what had happened to 

their community. During this time, the state and federal government began working to 

make the peninsula safe and accessible for residents to return and conducted search and 

rescue operations.  

At this point, evacuated residents quickly entered the second phase of response to 

disaster, which was characterized by intense solidarity (138). Residents made either 

phone or internet contact with their friends and neighbors, checking on each others‘ 

safety and whereabouts and embarking on a shared quest for information about the 

peninsula. Technically savvy residents established multiple informational websites that 

assured visitors ―We will rebuild!‖ Despite their efforts, the media blackout encouraged a 

quick ascent of ―complications and discord.‖ Also, because the vast majority of residents 

were safe and provided for, the solidarity phase quickly gave way to concerns for private 

property.  

The media blackout was lifted three days after the storm, although reports and 

pictures from people who survived the storm or discretely entered the area via boat 
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circulated almost immediately. Soon after, NOAA posted satellite images of the entire 

peninsula, allowing people to locate and make a preliminary assessment of their property. 

Residents were not allowed to return until September 26
th

, and then only on a look-and-

leave basis. This rule was instated because Ike had littered Highway 87 with sand and 

debris and destroyed the westbound lane of the bridge at Rollover Pass. The ferry 

landings were also inoperable, leaving only one lane for use into and out of Crystal 

Beach, Port Bolivar, and portions of Gilchrist. In an effort to prevent gawkers and looters, 

everyone was stopped at Rollover and required to show proof of property ownership on 

the peninsula during the look-and-leave. People were allowed in between 6a.m. and 

2p.m. and had to be out by 6p.m. 

So I got out here and the DPS were guarding the bridge. I mean, it was 

like a war zone, I kid you not. The whole bridge was guarded by troopers 

with guns. And the reason that they were having to do it is looters. Looters 

were coming up in the Intracoastal Canal in little bitty boats….There was 

a lot of, I don‘t want to say pirating, but it got pretty close. And they were 

parking on the Intracoastal and walking up on the peninsula and people 

would take things back in their arms. There was nobody to know if it was 

their things they were taking or your things they were taking. But they 

were really trying to guard it. (Annabelle Brumbelow) 

 

 On November 10
th

, the ferry resumed operations, residents were officially 

allowed to move back, and the peninsula was opened to the public, although there was a 

10p.m. to 6a.m. curfew. Two weeks later, on November 26
th

, repairs to the Rollover Pass 

Bridge were completed, restoring full access to the area. 

In spite of these restrictions, several enterprising residents (whose houses were 

not severely damaged) never left the peninsula. Others found ways to visit and/or move 

back to their property before it was sanctioned, usually because they felt the need to 
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protect their belongings.
2
 Oliver-Smith describes how ―concepts of individual private 

property are temporarily submerged‖ during periods of immediate post-disaster solidarity 

(1999a: 158). Again, this was a very short-lived phase on the peninsula. After 

ascertaining that their friends and family members survived, people‘s attention 

immediately turned to how badly their property was damaged and what they would need 

to do to fix it. Most people I spoke with reported being anxious to get back to protect 

their property because they believed that looting was rampant on the peninsula. One 

couple did not rebuild their stairs for months so that they could pull up a ladder at night to 

prevent looters from entering their house. In actuality, it is unclear whether or not looting 

actually occurred on the peninsula. Studies on looting have found that it is infrequent, if 

not nonexistent, in most disaster situations, although it is commonly believed to be a 

problem (Dynes 1970: 88). Also, there were no recorded cases of looting on the peninsula 

and no one I spoke to had anything taken from their property.   

Despite being prepared by pictures and reports from friends, everyone with whom 

I spoke claimed to be shocked speechless on their first trip to the peninsula. Turning onto 

87, they gasped at how Ike had flattened the landscape, leveling dunes and tearing out 

trees.  The gulf seemed so close and threatening, and the dozens of cars stuck in the fields 

to the north of 87 evoked stories of lives lost. The sight of Gilchrist was almost 

unbearable, especially for those who called it home. Piles of debris replaced hundreds of 

beach cottages. Inexplicably, one yellow house stood to the left and one red house stood 

to the right, offering a glimmer of hope that the area would recover. After driving through 

Gilchrist, the remains of Crystal Beach almost came as a relief, yet the situation was still 

                                                           
2
 Law enforcement apparently turned a blind eye to residents disobeying the vacate order.  
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mind-blowing. Houses rested on the side of the highway and nestled against businesses. 

Piles of debris dwarfed buildings and absent walls exposed the rattled contents of homes. 

Everything was brown, covered with a slimy mud, and there was no greenery in site. As 

people made their way through town, they struggled to find landmarks and to locate and 

assess friends‘ houses. Some people returned to find their home the way they left it, 

though they lost whatever was downstairs. Others discovered that, although their house 

was standing, water had ruined everything inside. Still others returned to a partial house 

and were able to salvage some belongings. Some had only a set of pilings to reflect on 

and others only a slab. While houses closer to the water were more likely to have been 

damaged, no one could quite explain the pattern of destruction. Someone might find a 

trail of their belongings through their neighborhood while their next door neighbor could 

find nothing. In addition to houses and material belongings, people hurried to locate, 

commiserate with, and support friends and neighbors. There were tears all around. 

Feelings of solidarity were revived at the sight of neighbors and there was a period of 

collective grieving in which people‘s perspectives on life were irreversibly altered. Kai 

Erikson describes this as ―a new sense of truth, that the environment, both social and 

natural, in which all takes place has proved to be brittle and full of caprice‖ (Hoffman 

1999c: 140).  The situation seemed insurmountable for several months after the storm, 

during which time the area was populated mostly by utility and construction workers, 

adding another eerie aspect to the experience of returning home.  

At this point, people‘s paths towards recovery diverged depending on whether 

they returned to a habitable house, a partial house, or nothing and whether or not they had 
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the means and desire to rebuild. Many people reported being annoyed with and unable to 

understand friends who were faced with a different set of challenges than themselves. 

Hoffman reports that disaster victims everywhere find that they ―cannot deal with those 

who did not share their trauma‖ (1999c: 143). 

Regardless of their situation, people discovered that living elsewhere, either with 

family, a friend, in a hotel, or in a fifth wheel trailer, was tiresome and agitating. Hence, 

most people were quick to register with FEMA, which a handful of residents had done 

after previous storms. A minority of residents refused to register on grounds of not taking 

aid from the government.  

FEMA directly provided a number of services on the peninsula. Most notably, 

they gave an automatic $28,800 to residents who lost their houses and were uninsured. 

Later, they provided trailers for people who lost homes in the approved, lower-risk zone 

and offered housing in a FEMA trailer park in High Island, affectionately dubbed 

―FEMAland‖ by its tenants, for people whose property was in the higher-risk flood zone. 

FEMA also reimbursed peninsula residents for their ―adjusted living expenses,‖ that is, 

the money they spent during evacuation, which included free stays at designated ―FEMA 

hotels.‖  

FEMA also managed the National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP), the insurer of 

last resort for those in high-risk flood zones, including the peninsula. Homeowners who 

were insured under the NFIP and whose houses were deemed ―substantially damaged‖ 

(cost of repair would be at least 50% of the pre-storm value) by the county, had the 

opportunity to take advantage of Increased Cost of Compliance (ICC) coverage, which 
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paid up to $30,000 towards the cost of demolishing, relocating, or improving a house to 

meet current building codes. A few people I spoke to claimed that they were not informed 

about this program before it ended.  

Through FEMA, the federal government designated a Community Development 

Block Grant (CDBG) for Galveston County to rebuild infrastructure and residences. At a 

public meeting in January 2010, a FEMA representative explained to the community that 

the infrastructural CDBG money was going towards 1) fixing Highway 87 (they were 

working with the Department of Transportation to elevate it and make it safer, a 15 to 

100 million dollar project), 2) dealing with water drainage issues, 3) dealing with 

wastewater, and 4) rehabilitating the dunes. Individuals who applied for CDBG money to 

repair their homes were still waiting to hear whether they were accepted at the time of my 

fieldwork in 2009. The county kept pushing back the announcement date, which upset 

residents who were counting on the money to rebuild.  

FEMA also reimbursed the county for activities such as removing debris that 

property owners piled at the edge of the right-of-way and sifting all of the sand blown off 

of the beaches, removing the debris, and then redistributing it. They also funded a 

nuisance abatement program that removed debris piles from private property if they 

posed a health risk. Through the Hazard Mitigation Grant Program, the federal 

government also allocated the county money to buy out properties near the beachfront for 

75% of their value the day before the Ike hit, should the owners be interested in and apply 

for the program. This was another example of the federal government engaging in risk 
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reduction. In January 2010 it was announced that this process would take another 

eighteen months to complete.  

Bolivar Peninsula 

Community Meeting 

Tuesday, March 23, 2010 

5-7 PM, Crenshaw Elementary & Middle School 

Crenshaw Elementary and Middle School is located at 416 
Highway 87 on the west side of Crystal Beach. 

Come visit with County and Agency officials, as well as 
your neighbors, to discuss progress with various Ike 
recovery programs.  We hope you can attend. Thank you. 

Galveston County will host a public meeting Tuesday, 
March 23 from 5-7 PM at Crenshaw Elementary to 
update Bolivar Peninsula residents on various Ike 
recovery projects. 
It has been 18 months since Hurricane Ike devastated the 
peninsula, destroying 3,600 homes, severely damaging 
the ferry landing and Rollover Pass Bridge, and 
devastating public infrastructure. Public meetings have 
been held every couple of months to help keep citizens 
informed of debris cleanup, water and power restoration, 
road repairs and other response activities. 
The long process of obtaining grant funds through the 
federal and state governments is nearly complete, and 
many projects beneficial to the peninsula are finally 
under way. County officials will brief citizens on these 
projects at the March 23 meeting, and then take 
questions.  "As we have with previous meetings on the 
peninsula, we will reserve most of the meeting time for 
questions and answers," said County Commissioner Pat 
Doyle, who has spearheaded the peninsula recovery 
projects along with County Judge Jim Yarbrough. "We 
have made significant progress, no doubt, but much 
remains to be done." 
The Community Development Block Grant housing 
program, the Hazard Mitigation Grant Program for 
buyouts, and CDBG infrastructure repairs all will be 
discussed. In addition, an update will be provided on the 
ongoing Bolivar Blueprint long-term recovery process, 
which will result in some exciting projects beneficial to 
citizens and visitors alike. 

CDBG Housing Program 

CDBG Infrastructure Projects 

FEMA Temporary Housing Units 

Drainage and Road Repairs 

HMGP Buyout-Elevation Program 

Bolivar Blueprint Long-Term Recovery Plan 

Emergency Notification for 2010 Hurricane Season 

 

 

On the whole, most people were satisfied with FEMA and the county, although 

many complained that they were inconsistent and offered people different amounts of aid 

for no apparent reason. For instance, one financially stable woman who did not have 

surge water enter her house explained that ―FEMA paid me 8,000 for not having flood 

Figure 5: A news bulletin from CrystalBeachLocalNews.com, announcing a meeting in March 2010, 

eighteen months after the storm and seven months after my fieldwork. On the county level, the same issues 

and programs continued to be salient long after the storm. 

Topics to Include: 
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(insurance). So I came out better by not having flood because flood wouldn‘t have paid 

anything, understand.‖ In other words, FEMA paid her $8,000 for not being insured, 

although, under the circumstances, they would not have paid her had she been carrying a 

policy with the NFIP. I heard countless other stories of this nature. People living in the 

FEMA trailer park reported that FEMA personnel tried to deny its existence, only caving 

in when they demonstrated they knew its whereabouts.  

In short, although FEMA and the county intended to help Bolivar residents, 

getting a straight answer and prompt response from them often proved daunting, adding 

to the confusion and stress of recovery. Like the misunderstandings between residents 

who lost different amounts, other complaints about FEMA and county personnel centered 

on the feeling that, since they were not victims, they could not understand and did not 

respect the trauma and stress residents were dealing with.  

In additional to government-sponsored aid, faith-based volunteer groups from 

nearby towns brought food, water, and other relief supplies soon after people were 

allowed to return. At least three faith-based youth groups also helped remove debris and 

rebuild houses over their spring breaks. One minister on the peninsula estimated that he 

helped direct at least a thousand volunteers.  

Those with NFIP flood insurance reported that it paid fairly. On the other hand, 

dealing with the Texas Windstorm Insurance Agency (TWIA) and its adjustors was 

almost a universal pain. While residents whose houses were only slightly damaged were 

usually paid fairly by windstorm, most people, including those who lost their entire 

house, were told that wind had caused 11.2% of their damages. Subsequently, many 
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residents hired attorneys and entered into a long, arduous battle with TWIA. Indeed, 

Hoffman points out that it is common for ―external respondents‖ to disasters to 

inadvertently instigate ―secondary disasters‖ (144), which is the subject of Chapter Four.  

The process of determining if and how to rebuild or repair a home could also be 

frustrating. Some people waited months, in many cases over a year, to find out if they had 

money coming in from insurance policies, loans, and grants. Once decided, finding a 

trustworthy contractor could be a tricky business. Home builders and contractors had 

flocked to the area after the storm and it was hard to determine who was a ―fly-by-night.‖ 

Then there was the building permit process and, on top of that, everyone had to have the 

safety of their septic systems, water pipes, and electrical wiring examined before their 

utilities could be turned back on. By the end of July 2009, the county had issued 600 

permits. In the mean time, residents were busy shopping to replace basic household items 

like towels, sheets, shoes and socks, and cooking ware. 

People who had anything to return home to had an arduous cleaning process 

ahead of them. If water entered a house, everything was covered with a sticky, smelly 

layer of mud. All debris was to be moved to the side of the public right-of-way for pick 

up. If a property owner wanted the county to remove a large pile of debris from their 

property, they had to go through an application process. The paperwork to get personal 

residences in order was endlesss. Many residents lost businesses as well and had to enter 

into separate permitting and loan processes. In addition to taking care of personal matters, 

some people volunteered to help clean out the community center and the churches, to 

help their fellow residents, and to distribute food and supplies. Everyone was thankful for 
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the owners of The Tiki Bar and Coconuts, two of the biggest restaurants in Crystal 

Beach, which reopened early in October, provided many free meals, and served the only 

hot food on the peninsula for months.  

Residents‘ use of two Yahoo! Internet groups facilitated every stage of this 

process by allowing people to share with and support each other from their evacuation 

locations. People also used these groups to help each other navigate the recovery process, 

which was often compromised by muddled communications with FEMA and the 

government and by misinformation from the media. Proactive residents also created 

Restore Bolivar Peninsula, a group which organized open meetings with Galveston 

County and FEMA officials and distributed information on a monthly basis for the first 

five months after the storm.  The meetings drew well over 500 attendees. Such groups 

helped prevent the recovery experience from becoming completely ―strife-ridden, 

debilitating, and stale-mated‖ (148).  

As Oliver-Smith and Hoffman put it, post-disaster reconstruction is a time when 

―people must traverse the difficult path between restoration and change‖ (2002: 12). In 

other words, during the process of recovery, communities may either restore themselves 

to pre-storm conditions or make lasting changes to the ways they operate. When disasters 

expose vulnerabilities, people usually make an effort to create a more resilient society. 

Resiliency refers to a community or individual‘s ability to ―bounce back‖ after a disaster 

and, unfortunately, pre-disaster resiliency and recovery planning is usually pushed aside 

by decision makers in favor of solving more immediate problems. In line with this 

pattern, the peninsula did not have an official post-disaster resiliency plan. 
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According to Berke and Campanella, ―achieving resiliency in a disaster context 

means the ability to survive future disasters with minimum loss of life and property, as 

well as the ability to create a greater sense of place among residents; a stronger, more 

diverse economy, and a more economically integrated and diverse population‖ (2006: 

193). On the other hand, Peterson et al. point out that post-disaster recovery will likely 

―replicate prior conditions, in many cases further magnifying the vulnerability of 

communities and human populations‖ if efforts are not purposefully directed towards 

positive, long-term goals (2006: 646). Ideally, disaster planners, community leaders, and 

citizens should work together to ensure that recovery includes positive changes that 

increase the entire community‘s resiliency. Christopher Dyer refers to this as the 

―phoenix effect‖ (1999). 

On the peninsula, Galveston County and FEMA spearheaded the formation of the 

Bolivar Blueprint Committee with the goal of improving the community, making it more 

resilient, and achieving a phoenix effect: 

In the wake of Hurricane Ike, the Galveston County Commissioners Court 

recognized the need to establish a comprehensive recovery process that 

would get Bolivar Peninsula back on its feet. A critical factor in achieving 

recovery success was the need to leverage the help and support of 

numerous state and Federal agencies so that the community could build 

back, better and stronger than ever. In March, 2009 Galveston County 

initiated the recovery planning process for Bolivar Peninsula in 

partnership with the Federal Emergency Management Agency‘s (FEMA) 

Long Term Community Recovery Program, also referred to as Emergency 

Support Function (ESF) #14. A team of planners, economists, architects, 

and engineers worked hand-in-hand with County staff, elected officials, 

and members of the community to prepare the Bolivar Blueprint – an 

important early step to aid in Bolivar Peninsula‘s successful recovery from 

Hurricane Ike. (The Bolivar Blueprint) 

 



 

 

41 

 

The group split into subcommittees on Infrastructure, Human Services, Environment, 

Economic Development, Housing, Education, and Park, Recreation and Tourism. These 

subcommittees identified the strengths and weaknesses of the peninsula and came up with 

plans to make the rebuilt peninsula ―a resilient, affordable, and safe place to live where 

residents and visitors enjoy nature and recreation in a diverse community of small 

businesses, families, and neighborhoods, close to water and beaches‖ (The Bolivar 

Blueprint). The FEMA employees on the committee were meant to help the citizens 

visualize recovery projects and steer them towards the resources needed for their 

completion. In May 2009, after holding two open meetings to get the input of citizens, 

they published and distributed a 103-page document, ―The Bolivar Blueprint,‖ that 

outlines the committee‘s goals and strategies.  

The committee continued to meet throughout the rest of the year and held a third 

open meeting in January 2010, which I was able to attend. Most of their projects have yet 

to be implemented, although they seem to be taking community input seriously and 

developing a holistic approach to recovery. The Blueprint, available online at 

www.bolivarblueprint.com, offers a great overview of long-term efforts at the community 

level. Plans to repair and upgrade infrastructure, strengthen the dune system, build 

affordable houses, attract more tourists, make the peninsula more child and family 

friendly, clean up and utilize parks, and encourage small business were all in the works, 

although it was too early to determine what lasting changes, beyond new construction and 

improved infrastructure, would occur on the peninsula.  
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While disasters can provide the impetus for people to change their communities, 

the disaster event is perceived to have its own agency as well. Most obviously, disasters 

can cause terrible physical destruction and loss of life and bring normal economic activity 

to a halt. In doing so, they sometimes accomplish things that cultural and legal restraints 

on human behavior do not allow. On the peninsula, in addition to the official changes 

proposed by the Blueprint committee, many residents were happy that Ike had ―cleaned 

up‖ the peninsula, a euphemism for the fact that many ―undesirable‖ houses and people 

were effectively washed away. Thanks to Ike, the ―respectable‖ portion of the community 

was able to take a passive rather than an active role in removing the unwanted group, 

which allowed them to place blame on the disaster, rather than themselves or government 

policies for their inability to return. Harriet Albro, a retiree resident and social butterfly, 

emphasized the negative side of this change: 

It's awfully hard to get in your mind, and keep there, that there are so 

many people that are never going to recover from this. There are people 

who have had to sell their lots for next to nothing so that they could live, 

and they'll never be able to come back. They can't afford to build by the 

new codes.  So, it definitely will change us.  We'll come back more as a 

resort community than fish camp. 

 

In addition to financial inability, some people chose not to rebuild because they found the 

devastation too difficult to handle or because health limitations prevented it. 

Despite the loss of some friends and neighbors, at the time of my fieldwork, most 

everyone agreed that the progress made towards recovery in Crystal Beach was 

unbelievable. The Big Store, six restaurants, two gas stations, two interior design shops, 

multiple landscaping companies and hardware stores, all of the real estate companies, the 

motel, a bar, and the liquor store had all reopened, along with several small home-repair 
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businesses. Also, most community groups were meeting again and all of the churches 

were active and holding services. The Department of Transportation was working on 

raising the portion of Highway 87 that flooded easily and 2,300 out of 6,000 water 

connections had been restored. In October 2008, no one imagined that the peninsula 

would have come so far by the next summer. Several Crystal Beach residents I spoke to, 

proud of their resilience, were confident that the area was in the process of becoming 

―bigger and better‖ than it was before. Still, residents did not necessarily feel ―normal‖ 

and Gilchrist‘s fate was much less certain. A trailer park had been set up, a couple of bait 

shops were operating near Rollover Pass, and about fifteen houses had been rebuilt, but it 

did not resemble its usual self. Many Gilchrist residents were waiting to see if the 

highway might be moved back before making the decision to rebuild or not. The General 

Land Office was also planning to fill in Rollover Pass, an action that many feared would 

be the death of the community. Although residents emphasized of how far they had come 

in less than a year and many people had reestablished ―a more or less fixed pattern of 

life,‖ Bolivar was far from ―closure,‖ the final stage of recovery, which usually takes 

multiple years to achieve (Hoffman 2002: 149).  
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VOICES (3) 

 

But I was saying, look what all happened to us in such a short span of time. It just, it‘s 

unreal. And a lot of people like me, we just go do it. But somewhere down the road you 

get caught up over a cake pan or some tiny tiny little thing that….the straw that breaks 

the camel‘s back. And for me, I‘ll go to reach for a certain old t-shirt. You‘ve got shirts in 

your closet or your drawers that, you know, if you‘re just bumming around that day, 

that‘s your bumming around t-shirt, comfortable, and occasionally you reach for one of 

those shirts or something else… It still, it hits you every day.  

         Annabelle Brumbelow 

 

 

 

 

 

But I see a lot of depression in people.  You know, I think in the last two or three months 

especially. People for the first six months or seven months were fighting with insurance 

companies and were trying to get their houses and their belongings, etc. and all that kind 

of stuff. They were all revved up. And then insurance pays and there‘s not much else to 

do to keep them occupied and then they start getting depressed because it‘s June and 

there‘s no place for them to stay.  

Max Kearley 
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY: WRITING UP A STORM 

 

In the fall semester of my third year at New College, I figured I should decide on 

a thesis topic so that I could get a head start on research during the school‘s ―independent 

study period‖ in January. Hurricane Ike entered the Gulf in the midst of this decision 

making process. On the night of Friday, September 12, 2008 I stayed in to listen to news 

reports and track the storm‘s path online. The next day I heard that Gilchrist and Crystal 

Beach were destroyed. I knew immediately that I wanted to write my thesis on the social 

effects of the storm and that I would spend January in Crystal Beach. 

My great-grandmother, Gussie, retired to Crystal Beach in the 1960s and, 

although she passed away before I was born, my family still owns the one-room house 

she lived in. Throughout my childhood, we used it as a summer and weekend vacation 

home. Having spent a considerable amount of time on the peninsula, I was deeply 

saddened by Ike‘s impact. I spent hours trying to locate a picture of our house online and 

finally discovered that, even though it was built in the early 1950s, it withstood the storm. 

The house is located about a quarter mile inland, close to Highway 87, in the center of 

Crystal Beach and was on ten-foot pilings. About a foot and a half of water entered the 

house during Ike and the largest debris pile on our street was in our yard. Among the 

thousands of snapped pieces of wood, there were three roofs, an entire house, a dumpster, 

a hot tub, and countless smaller possessions. 

 In October 2008, over Fall Break, I made my first post-Ike visit to the peninsula. 

I spent three days with my family cleaning our house, taking pictures, and chatting with 
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neighbors. I returned again in January 2009, although I was not able to live on the 

peninsula as I had hoped. The house was still uninhabitable and it would have cost close 

to $500 a week to rent a trailer in High Island. Instead, I made the two hour trip from my 

house in Houston several times throughout the month.  

During this time I conducted some preliminary interviews with business owners, 

real estate agents, and family friends, went on extensive tours of each of the 

communities, and attended two community meetings. One meeting, held at the Beaumont 

courthouse, was organized by Restore Bolivar and was intended to distribute information 

about recovery to Bolivar property owners. The other was held by the Bolivar Peninsula 

Lighthouse Krewe, a group that oversees the annual Mardi Gras parade. They decided to 

go ahead and plan a parade for the following month. I also met and spoke with Greg 

Thompson, the owner of the small, local art museum run by the Bolivar Peninsula 

Cultural Foundation, while he was outside repairing his properties. Quite a few people 

had managed to move back to Crystal Beach by this time, although many of them were 

living in trailers while they repaired their homes.  

I returned a third time, in March, over my spring break, to take pictures for a 

visual anthropology presentation. Over the spring 2009 semester, I also organized a 

―disaster anthropology‖ tutorial to familiarize myself with the anthropological literature 

and theory on disasters. Finally, I moved into my family‘s newly renovated beach house, 

which we named ―Gussied Up‖ in honor of my great-grandmother, for the summer. The 

bulk of my fieldwork was carried out over two months between June and August 2009.  
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I would describe summer 2009 as a period of optimism for the Crystal Beach and 

uncertainty for Gilchrist. While many people had reestablished their lives to their 

satisfaction, many were still unsure whether or not they would be able to return. Although 

everyone was still regularly confronted with the aftermath of the hurricane in the 

landscape and their daily activities, most residents were eager to move on and discuss 

other topics. As such, residents did not talk about the storm, short-term restoration, or 

their losses on a daily basis. Rather, they tended to be forward looking and concerned 

with the present, which, of course, still revolved around problems that arose from Ike. 

The wounds were beginning to heal although the experience was still fresh. 

 
 

 

 

During June, I spent most of my time trying to get to know people. Being shy, this 

was not an easy task. It did not help that most people were usually busy working on 

Figure 6: Photos of the house I stayed in during my fieldwork. The top row shows the damage 

from Ike and the bottom row shows the new renovations. (Photos by author)  
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personal recovery efforts. Motivated by meeting Mr. Thompson, I decided to attend a 

ladies painting group that met at the Joe Faggard Community Center, one street away 

from my house. Four women from Crystal Beach and Gilchrist, Opal, Loraine, Iva and 

Hillary, regularly attended the get-togethers and they dubbed themselves the ―Beach Bum 

Painters.‖ There had been more members before the storm and some of them popped in 

every now and then. The women welcomed me into their group and offered to teach me 

the basics of painting. They were all hobby-painters and though they enjoyed painting, 

they also met to eat and socialize. I painted with the group regularly for the remainder of 

the summer and they became my main informants. Post-Ike art became one of my 

research interests and they introduced me to several other peninsula artists.  I also started 

learning to play Bridge from a woman who was offering lessons and attended the local 

Methodist church, Bay Vue United Methodist, as well as several other group meetings. 

These included the Chamber of Commerce, a fishing club, an exercise group, a gardening 

club, a quilting club, AARP, and the Gilchrist Community Association. I also had 

conversations with members of the Lighthouse Krewe and the Bolivar Outreach group. 

Several people were members of multiple groups, making for interesting gossip 

exchange. 

I enjoyed attending these meetings, all of which doubled as social gatherings. The 

Chamber of Commerce and GCA meetings were business oriented and informative. I 

usually spoke only when called upon to explain my project. One woman, Marcie Buttrey, 

who I had contacted by email, was nice enough to introduce me at these meetings. The 

other groups, all of which met at the community center, were more informal. For 
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instance, the art group, AARP and the fishing group all held potluck dinners at their 

meetings. As a young college student, I was a rarity in the area and everyone liked having 

me around. My presence often prompted jokes about age, and I was named the mascot of 

AARP. The secretary even made me an official name tag. My informants also 

appreciated that I had experienced their communities before the storm and that I had 

visited during many stages of the recovery process. They were especially glad that I was 

there to witness the devastation in October, which they felt they could not adequately 

describe. 

Throughout July and August I continued to attend meetings, but also set up and 

conducted formal interviews, mostly with members of these groups. The disaster 

literature suggests that people involved in community groups will make a more rapid and 

thorough personal recovery. Therefore, my interviews probably skewed to the positive 

side. My interviewees included the president of AARP, the president of the Chamber of 

Commerce, the president of the Cultural Foundation, and the secretary of the GCA, 

among others. I also interviewed ten area artists, a longtime friend of my grandma, the 

editor of the local newspaper, The Beach Triton, the founder of one of the Yahoo! 

Groups, the creator of an online news bulletin, and the president of the water board. In 

total, I conducted twenty-five formal interviews, averaging a little over an hour each. The 

majority of my interviews were conducted in the homes of the interviewees. The 

remainder took place at worksites, restaurants, at the community center, or at my house.  

Since each interview was tape-recorded and my interviewees were used to 

thinking and talking about the topics we discussed, my interviews were very strong and I 
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have been able to take many direct quotes from them. First, I would ask my interviewee 

to recall their evacuation story. This usually led to a long and involved account of their 

―storm story,‖ which allowed them to steer their interview in their preferred direction. 

Some focused on recovery, some on tragedy, some on themselves and psychological 

problems, others on community events. I believe this reflects their personality types, their 

stage of personal recovery, and their position in the community. Almost everyone 

mentioned how little they evacuated with, how ill-prepared their house was to withstand 

the storm, that they detested being dependent on friends and family, and that they were 

either anxious or happy to be independent again. Many people were also eager to discuss 

their insurance woes. 

Although many of my interviewees belonged to the same circle of friends, each 

had a different understanding of Ike and the recovery process. Some returned to 

unscathed homes, some lost everything. Some had insurance, others did not. Some were 

in the process of rebuilding, others were still unsure if they would be able to return 

permanently. Some handled the aftermath well, others were emotionally unstable. Of 

those who lost their homes, some lived in FEMA trailers, others in rental houses, and 

others in their own trailers. I spoke to lifetime residents, women with children, recent 

retirees, and weekenders. However, I did not speak to anyone who decided not to return. 

Throughout the summer I kept field notes in a small red notebook. I rarely took 

notes while interacting with people, preferring to write when I arrived back home. I then 

transcribed these notes into Word documents, adding more information. Although the 

bulk of my thesis data comes from my transcribed interviews and field notes, I also spent 
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a considerable amount of time reading newspaper articles and official documents that 

pertained to Bolivar because, like the residents, I struggled to keep abreast of what was 

going on at the county, state, and federal levels in terms of recovery. Throughout the rest 

of the thesis I attempt to let the residents speak for themselves, but to provide an adequate 

amount of interpretation as well. 
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VOICES (4) 

 

I really just have to set my mind to 'everything's ok, everything's fine, wonderful day', 

and then I walk out with a smile. But when I come back and I close the door it's dark for 

me. It's solemn. I'm alone. And I could probably just sit here and just cry bucketfuls. And 

I just have to just literally talk to myself. ‗Marcie get up. Get up out of the chair or out of 

the bed or whatever, and do some work.‘ So I‘ll get into looking at the computer and 

checking out some things, and reading some stories. And I'll say ‗well you know Marcie, 

you don't have it so bad. It's not so bad.‘ And before I know it, hours have gone by. And 

then it's time to go to bed. And I get up and try to do the same thing tomorrow. But it's 

like if I get out there and [do things], it's just a facade. And I'm kind of crusted over, I 

won't let anybody in with my...with what I'm really going through. 

 

Marcie Buttrey 

 

 

 

 

 

Yeah, you are stagnant to an extent.  I have to say I've always been a busy person and 

always felt like you had to be productive and somehow or another you needed to do 

positive things, and I've always done that…That saves you.  It's when you sit around and 

dwell in it.  I don't care if you don't do anything but plant a seed, you've done something 

productive for the day.  I think it's really important for people to keep busy and keep 

positive and look at something.  When I power washed part of my house the other 

day...everybody needs to power wash.  There's some kind of strength in that.  There's 

power in that.  

Christa Pelt 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

CONFUSION: THE INSURANCE DISASTER 

 

 

 As I mentioned in the previous chapter, my interviewees, and residents in general, 

were always willing and ready to share their insurance stories, or, if they did not have any 

of their own, to give their two cents about their friends‘ problems. This chapter is 

dedicated to exploring the confusion and solidarity that emerged out of their negative 

interactions with the Texas Windstorm Insurance Agency (TWIA), which constituted the 

―real disaster‖ for many residents.  

 

Secondary Disasters 

 

 Every disaster victim has a unique experience and, therefore, a unique perspective 

on which aspect of the disaster event was the most disastrous. In most cases, a set of 

―secondary disasters‖ are generated during the recovery process, creating multiple layers 

of stress and confusion for the victims. These secondary disasters often become more 

salient than the original disaster event.  

 On the peninsula, things such as damaged credit scores, the proposed closing of 

Rollover Pass, and poor water drainage, as well as dealing with the government agencies, 

applying for loans, and hiring a reliable contractor constituted secondary disasters. Emmy 

Dixon, a realtor from Crystal Beach, believed that the lack of affordable housing was the 

main disaster. She explained that without houses, many people could not move back, 

which meant businesses and schools would not reopen, which meant that fewer people 

would be willing to rebuild, and so on. Another disaster, for the small group of people 
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affected, was the General Land Office‘s decision, as per state law, to prevent anyone 

whose property ended up seaward of the ―vegetation line‖ from rebuilding. As I 

mentioned in Chapter Two, a more universal source of stress was that utility, bank, 

telecommunications, and insurance company employees, who lived elsewhere, did not 

understand or appreciate the damage the peninsula had experienced. For instance, Dish 

Network asked customers who had lost their homes and cancelled their service to return 

their cable boxes, or pay a four hundred dollar fine. A frustrated resident explained: ―The 

people you call, they don‘t know what‘s going on out in the field…If I knew where it 

was, I‘d turn it in! We had a disaster, do you not understand?‖  

 Talking over lunch, the Beach Bum Painters agreed that, since they had no control 

over Mother Nature, it had been relatively easy to come to terms with the storm itself. 

Rather, their current stresses revolved around disagreements with insurance companies 

and government bureaucracies. They joked that paperwork, not art, was their new hobby 

and complained that attempting to take care of business often felt like ―playing a poker 

game where the rules were always changing.‖ Their feelings were representative of a 

majority of the peninsula population and the most widely discussed secondary disasters 

were, by far, the TWIA‘s meager settlement offers and the agency‘s failure to pay in a 

timely manner. 

The literature on disaster recovery in the United States acknowledges that 

―disaster victims inevitably seize upon a particular faction they come to deem the enemy‖ 

and that ―the perceived foe is generally whatever agency brings or embodies, and 

consequently controls, restricts, or denies, restitution‖ (Hoffman 1999c: 144). Most 
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commonly it is the government, but insurance companies, ―America‘s great collective 

Goliath,‖ are also frequent targets (145). Conforming to this pattern, TWIA‘s perceived 

ability and willingness to restrict the peninsula‘s recovery made the agency universally 

loathed among residents.  

This loathing was exacerbated by residents‘ preconceived expectations about 

disaster recovery. Oliver-Smith and Hoffman explain that the experience of disaster is 

colored by the ways in which people‘s worldviews shape ―concepts of uncertainty, peril, 

safety, fortune, and fate‖ (2002: 11). People‘s preconceived cultural models are ―posed 

against the realities experienced in disaster preparation, impact, and recovery‖ (11). 

Before Hurricane Ike, most peninsula residents believed that if they lived their life well, 

took care of their property, and faithfully paid for insurance, they would, in their time of 

need, be taken care of in return. Similarly, they believed that the media establishment (the 

subject of the next chapter) would be there to guide them through recovery, as they had 

for other disaster-stricken populations. These expectations were not met. In effect, 

insurance companies, and, to a lesser degree, the media, interfered with people‘s 

preconceived notions of how hurricane recovery should proceed. This magnified the 

weight of the destruction and provoked an ―ideology of conflict.‖  

Tia and Allen Hardegree, a couple I interviewed, demonstrated this ideology: 

Tia:  We've been pushed up against the wall and have come back fighting. 

Allen:  Yeah, pushed, pushed, pushed, and pushed.  The other thing I've 

noticed, too, it's similar to other stresses that I've had during my life, and 

you tend to start to, well, you know your priorities a lot quicker.  When 

you're under stress your priorities become clearer…They just seem to line 

up and then you don't like interference with that. 
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Allen‘s experience supports Hoffman‘s assertion that conflict ―also functions as a way to 

work out grief.‖ She explains that ―ideologies of conflict enable those overwhelmed by 

the confusion of change to take their bearings and lean toward strategy for 

reconstruction‖ (1999c: 145). On the other hand, I found that the ideology of conflict 

could easily morph into an ideology of blame, in which, residents were unwilling to fight 

back but comfortable complaining. Rather than provoking change, this justified 

stagnation.  

In the next two chapters, I present the ways in which TWIA and the media, 

respectively, caused confusion and stress. I also argue that commiserating about 

insurance woes, challenging TWIA, and negotiating the peninsula‘s representation with 

the media helped residents manage this confusion and stress by making them more aware 

of their community and the recovery process. 

 

The Insurance Disaster 

 

Insurance confused most residents—and certainly baffled me, especially since I 

have never had an insurance policy, much less made a claim on one. In this section, I 

attempt to present the insurance disaster as per the homeowners‘ understandings, but also 

make some observations. For instance, I noticed that insurance battles renewed the post-

disaster bonds of solidarity between homeowners and forced them to become more aware 

of the implications of science in the interpretation of hurricanes. 

I want to introduce the details of the insurance disaster by extensively quoting my 

interviews with Max Kearley and Clayton Letellier, two retired men whose homes were 

extensively damaged, but standing and repairable. Mr. Kearley carried both windstorm 
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and flood insurance and, after hiring a public adjustor, was able to attain enough money 

to fix his home: 

So, because of Katrina and Rita, the minute I saw the condition of my 

house I knew there was going to be an argument between flood and 

windstorm as to who did what and how much they‘re going to pay. When 

you are dealing with insurance companies it‘s just sort of like dealing with 

somebody that‘s teaching physics. If you are not a physics person, you 

probably don‘t really understand what they are saying to you. So I went 

and hired a firm, a public adjuster. And so they work for you against the 

insurance company. And the insurance company has adjusters who work 

for them; but they don‘t work for you.  So their job is to come in and say 

―well, you‘ve got a little damage‖ and lowball it. And my adjuster‘s style 

is to come in and say ―oh my God, it‘s terrible; you‘re going to have to get 

as much money as possible‖ because they get 10%. So I hired a public 

adjuster I think the first week of October and we started working with the 

insurance adjusters.  The flood guy came here like about two weeks after 

the storm and he walked in and he said, ―Oh yeah, yeah, you had a big 

wave hit your house.‖  And I said, ―A big wave hit my house?‖  And he 

said, ―Oh, yeah. I can see right there where it hit up on the cabinet.‖  And I 

said, ―Oh.‖ I looked up there and I thought, well, that might be. It looks to 

me like insulation, but this guy thinks it‘s weeds or seaweed or something. 

I don‘t know, I‘m not an expert. So anyway I gave them a list of all the 

items I had and all my pictures. I had before pictures and after pictures.  

And they came back essentially and said, ―Okay, well you‘ve got $90,000 

worth of damage.‖  My adjuster said, ―No, it‘s more like $160,000.‖ So 

they started arguing back and forth and eventually my adjusters got the 

flood people up to $140,000.  

 

Meanwhile I had already gotten a contractor, the same one who remodeled 

my house a couple of years ago.  So I‘ve got a contractor here to take care 

of the house; did a couple of things, gutting everything down to the studs. 

I‘d actually settled with flood for $140,000. But the windstorm people, the 

wind adjuster, came along and said, ―I don‘t think you had any damage at 

all due to the wind.‖ And I said, ―Well, where do you think the rear of my 

house went?  What caused it to go?‖  And he said, ―Oh, probably a wave 

came in.‖  And I said, ―If a wave came in, why is my bed still there? And 

my nightstand and my lamp and everything?‖  And he said, ―Well, I don‘t 

know. I don‘t think you had any wind. It might have been a big wave hit it 

and it was the water.‖ I said, ―I don‘t understand how that works.‖ And 

then he sent me a letter and said he thought there was about $1700 damage 

to my roof. But since I had a deductible of $2500, I didn‘t get anything for 

the wind damage. When we started tearing the sheetrock off back there 
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where we could look up in the attic, we could see all these studs up there, 

the support beams, that were cracked. I took a lot of pictures. And then we 

got a Windstorm guy back here, another adjuster and he said, ―Oh, yeah, 

you‘ve had wind damage.‖  He gave me $15,000.  So I am up to $150,000 

minus 10% for my adjuster. With the $15,000 I have to give my adjuster, 

so I‘m back down to $135,000. 

 

Mr. Kearley‘s experience was somewhat unusual in that he had flood insurance 

and was able to successfully lobby for enough money to rebuild. If a homeowner was still 

financing their house, their mortgage company required them to carry three kinds of 

insurance: flood, windstorm and homeowner‘s. Although their properties were well-

insured, they were burdened with the added stress of paying off a damaged or destroyed 

home. Many peninsula residents owned their homes outright and were under no 

obligation to carry insurance. From my experience, most of these people had windstorm, 

but not flood insurance.
1
 A realtor I spoke to estimated that eight out of ten people were 

not covered by flood insurance. The reason for this seems to be twofold: the rates had 

recently gone up and the damages inflicted by an average hurricane (unlike Ike) would 

typically be covered by a windstorm policy, not a flood policy. Flood insurance policies 

only covered damages caused by rising water entering the elevated portion of the house 

or washing it away. This very rarely happens, but unfortunately for the peninsula, water, 

due to the unusually large storm surge, not wind, caused most of the damage during Ike.  

That said, the few residents who carried flood insurance reported that it paid 

fairly. Windstorm, on the other hand, did not meet most people‘s expectations: it paid 

reasonably if a house sustained relatively minor roof or deck damage, but not otherwise. 

Margery Saffer, another of the rare, well-insured homeowners with few complaints, told 

                                                           
1
 RVs are covered on a single policy, similar to automobile insurance, and insurance providers expect 

owners to remove them from dangerous situations.  
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me that a windstorm adjustor, upon arrival at her house, explained: ―We have already 

made it up in our mind that if it‘s standing it‘s windstorm, if it‘s gone it‘s flood.‖ To 

residents, comments like this demonstrated TWIA‘s unwillingness to thoroughly and 

honestly investigate their homes in order to determine whether or not wind was the cause 

of the damages. Opal Cisco, who was living in FEMAland because she was financially 

unable to rebuild, had a less-than-pleasant experience with TWIA. After appealing her 

case, she received a total of $30,000 on a $138,000 policy. ―So,‖ she sighed during our 

interview, ―that doesn‘t build a house! That doesn‘t pay rent for long, does it?‖  

Mr. Letellier, in contrast to Mr. Kearley, was an outspoken man who, like Opal, 

had a more typical, stressful experience with TWIA: 

I have struggled just trying to get money from Windstorm. Windstorm 

sent my mortgage company a check, and we have done nothing but had 

pure hell fighting for that money. I mean every little nickel…In a scenario 

like this, after a storm has hit, the key that the government should try to 

achieve, or the insurance companies, is to try to get people back in their 

home as soon as possible if it‘s repairable. And you shouldn‘t have to fight 

with mortgage companies and banks, I mean here it is going on eleven 

months and we still aren‘t back in our home. 

 

These adjusters have a lot on their backs because of the insurance 

companies are forcing these people to try to cut costs as much as possible, 

not to overpay…They come in and low bid it. They miss things, they‘re 

not very thorough, and they try to get by with as much as they can to keep 

from paying you the damages. In our case, we wouldn‘t settle for that. I‘ve 

been in construction engineering my whole life, been in engineering in 27 

years, so I‘m not exactly ignorant. 

 

In this country if you have insurance, your insurance‘s first obligation is to 

pay for your damages and get you quickly back in your home…It‘s just a 

battle that shouldn‘t be going on in this country. And it shouldn‘t take a 

lawyer to figure out or read an insurance policy. It should be simple law. 

Yes we pay for this, no we don‘t pay for that. It was just irritating. We got 

to the point where I couldn‘t sleep at night. I had to go to the doctor and 
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get medication, depression medication, to help me get through it. My wife 

and I both were in tears, and then we started fighting against each other. 

 

Mr. Letellier also ended up hiring a public adjustor and lawyer, which he said ―took a lot 

of pressure off [his] back,‖ but, so far, he has had less luck than Mr. Kearley.  

Mr. Letellier‘s diatribe—the cycle of unfair adjustors, the length of time it took to 

make a settlement, the feelings of injustice, the willingness to fight back, and the relief of 

hiring a public adjustor—parallels interviews and conversations I had with several other 

residents and I discuss some of these themes below.  

Adjustors 

 

Hoffman writes that it is ―typical of insurance industry practice‖ to assail disaster 

victims ―with a bevy of rotating adjustors…who were often reticent to inform them of 

rights and were wantonly inconsistent in their treatment of claims‖ (1999c: 145). Indeed, 

almost everyone on the peninsula was unhappy with their adjustors and several reported 

that they were rude, hateful, and insensitive. Annabelle Brumbelow, who was offered 

$18,000 on a $203,000 policy, expressed a common sentiment among those who lost 

their homes: ―We had nothing. And these people in New York and North Carolina and 

Alabama, wherever, they talked to us like we were functioning. That‘s the thing I 

resented more than anything else, is the fact that they acted like we could just go in our 

kitchen and cook us a nice meal and take a bath with hot water.‖ She justified her 

resentment with a story about an interaction she had on the phone with an adjustor from 

TWIA: 

And I said, ―Sir, you didn‘t hear a word I said. I said twenty two minutes 

ago, I told you that I did not evacuate before the storm.‖ And I have 

training in psychology, I majored in psychology. And I spoke very slowly, 
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because I knew the conversation was likely taped, and I said, ―I did not 

evacuate, I was with my mother in intensive care until she died, I went to 

Atlanta to bury her, that‘s when the storm came and destroyed my home. 

After twenty –two minutes you tell me to sit down and read my policy. I 

don‘t have a policy. I don‘t have the file folder the policy was in. I don‘t 

have filing cabinet drawer that the file folder was in. I don‘t have the 

office that the filing cabinet was in. I don‘t have one shred of the house 

that the office was in. So how in the hell can you tell me to sit down and 

read my policy?‖ And he said, ―Well then you need to call your agent 

have them supply you with a copy of your policy.‖ And then I said, ―Well 

then you didn‘t hear what I said twenty minutes ago. My agent‘s office on 

Galveston was completely wiped out. She doesn‘t have a copy of my 

policy. She‘s operating out of a bedroom in Houston and she has 

thousands of people trying to get a copy of that policy. Now let me tell 

you what to do: you are the carrier of this policy, you have a copy of it, 

and I suggest that in the registered mail today I have a copy. And if I don‘t 

I will be reporting you and your lack of diligence to the insurance council 

and I will not rest until you are fired.‖ I was so mad at him. He still didn‘t 

hear me; he didn‘t hear one word I said because I was just a number.  

 

Injustice in the Offer 

 

As the months after these initial encounters wore on, the anger directed towards 

insurance adjustors subsided, only to be replaced, in many people, by a growing 

annoyance at TWIA for failing to make offers in a timely manner.  Finally, people‘s 

suspicion that the agency was not assessing their individual properties was confirmed 

when, in April 2009, over ninety homeowners
2
 received a form letter offering them 

11.2% of their policy limit. Ms. Brumbelow explained that everyone ―waited seven and a 

half months, quietly and nicely, for them (TWIA) to say that they had assessed our 

individual properties and then we all got the same exact letter that offers 11.2% and did 

not give any allowance for where your property was located.‖ Fortunately, many 

peninsula residents were comfortable sharing the details of their offers with each other 

                                                           
2
 Ms. Brumbelow, through the BolivarBLUE and Bolivar Peninsula Yahoo! Groups, requested that anyone 

who was offered 11.2% from TWIA send her their information so that she could organize a protest. Ninety-

two people sent her information, so there were likely many more people offered 11.2% as well. 
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and, through the use of the BolivarBLUE and Bolivar Peninsula Yahoo! Internet groups, 

it did not take long for everyone to realize that several of their friends and neighbors were 

presented with the same 11.2%. Understandably, they were upset and felt that TWIA was 

going out of their way to avoid paying them. In an interview, Mr. Brightwell asserted that 

this was the first time he had been ―disappointed in the state of Texas.‖ 

Without insurance money, many people were unable to work on rebuilding. There 

were two divergent reactions to this situation. First, some people, embodying the 

ideology of conflict, decided to continue fighting back. But in the end, almost everyone 

who was unable to rebuild became bogged down in their loss, feeling stagnate, useless, 

and unwilling to continue the fight: 

I'm so tired of fighting… I don't have time to fight these people…When I 

finish from my day, then I'm ready to talk about it, but they're not there to 

listen; they‘re closed. (Christa Pelt) 

 

What they paid us we never fought… it was just not worth it. You, you get 

so caught up in it. It can consume you and so I just backed off. (Margery 

Saffer) 

 

At first I tried to make sense out of all of it and then I thought, ―There‘s no 

rhyme or reason for any of this.‖ And if I made sense out of it, it wouldn‘t 

matter… Windstorm was gonna do only what they wanted to do. (Opal 

Cisco) 
 

At the time of my research, some people were still uncertain about the future, while 

others had accepted their lot and devised a personal recovery plan that conformed to their 

financial capacity.  

On the other hand, as Opal‘s quote suggests, those who continued to negotiate 

with TWIA were implicated in a quest to make ―scientific‖ sense out of the storm. 

Rosalind Shaw, an anthropologist writing about floods in Bangladesh, explicates the 
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difference between people‘s perception of cultural knowledge and scientific knowledge 

in regards to natural hazards:  

Although hazards are thus viewed as largely removed from ‗ordinary‘ 

human action, they are represented as potentially amenable (to some 

degree) to prediction and control by specialists: planners, managers, 

scientists and engineers. We thus have a hierarchy of agency, underpinned 

by a conception of hazards as ‗nature‘ which favours the authority of 

…experts and institutions and their scientific and technical knowledge, 

and which tends to discount the ‗culture‘ of those who live with hazards 

(1992: 203). 

 

As residents were arguing for more money, they were simultaneously arguing over whose 

definition of Ike, theirs or TWIA‘s, was legitimate and deserved to be recognized. Christa 

Pelt, a woman from High Island, emphatically related her opinion: ―They told people 

there weren't tornadoes in certain areas so therefore the windstorm doesn't pay. Don't tell 

me a tornado didn't go over my house.  I have two 35 foot trees laid over flat in my 

backyard; uprooted and laid over.  My house is all unleveled and all messed up.‖ Like 

Christa, everyone with whom I spoke believed that there was more wind damage to the 

area than TWIA would admit, and most people adamantly believed that tornadoes had 

passed through the area, despite the TV meteorologists‘ assurances that their Doppler 

radar did not detect any.  Several homeowners I interviewed showed me (and their 

adjustors) evidence of wind damage to their homes such as pilings facing different 

directions and the fact that their neighbors‘ houses were not affected in the same way. 

Additionally, those who stayed on the peninsula during the storm testified with eye 

witness accounts of tornadoes. 

None of this convinced TWIA to offer more money so, despite residents‘ firm 

personal convictions in wind damage, many of those who could afford to hired ―experts‖ 
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in order to legitimize their beliefs. Like Mr. Kearley and Mr. Letellier, several 

homeowners hired public adjustors and attorneys to argue their cases. A few people even 

sought out meteorologists and engineers, recognized scientific experts, to lend credence 

to their cases
3
. 

 Although people were involved in their individual battles with TWIA, 

commiserating about, comparing, and helping each other through the process of making 

an appeal brought residents together and renewed their bonds of solidarity. This 

culminated in a protest at the TWIA headquarters in Austin on March 13
th

, 2009. Ms. 

Brumbelow used the BolivarBLUE Yahoo! Group, which she founded, to organize the 

protest. During our interview, she explained her thought process upon receiving her 

11.2% offer: ―I was so mad I thought I just might go and slap Mr. Oliver (the head of 

                                                           

3
 In an effort to make my own scientific sense of the storm, I consulted meteorologist Frank Billingsley, 

who worked for Channel 2 News out of Houston. When asked whether or not he thought tornadoes hit the 

peninsula, he responded, ―Wind is wind. A hurricane is wind and water. By definition, wind has to get to a 

certain speed to be even called a hurricane: 74 miles an hour. Then it‘s called a hurricane. So you have this 

spinning circular wind coming into an area. Of course there‘s going to be winds coming down from above, 

there‘s winds coming in from so many directions. And there are strong winds. And they can destroy 

something just like a tornado can. I mean, all we‘re talking about is the speed. A tornado can be 60 

miles/hr. You can have an EF0 tornado. It‘s almost a little stronger than a water spout. A water spout can 

cause damage and it has… So I mean, a wind is a wind. And when you‘re looking with the Doppler radar 

and you see winds coming at you and winds going away from you in a very small space, then something‘s 

spinning. Cause they‘re coming toward you and away, toward you and away, toward you and away. And if 

they‘re causing this look in the Doppler in which you can visualize a spin, then that indicates a tornado. 

There were none of those spins as Ike came on shore. There were spins like this. Those are what we call 

vortices, about a thousand feet above the earth that were spinning. And there was the hurricane itself that 

was spinning. But right down at the surface this coming at you and toward you, this definition of a tornado, 

of a cyclonic spin this we never found. So that‘s how people were saying there were no tornadoes. That 

doesn‘t mean there were not winds that were not strong enough to come down from that hurricane and 

destroy a home… So, it‘s just a bad argument that people (insurance agencies) use to try to get out of not 

paying what they should pay, in my opinion. Cause certainly there was wind. So that‘s, that‘s where the 

problem lies. People want to say, was that a tornado? People in Bolivar want to say, yes it was, and some 

people say ―yeah I saw it!‖ But when you have sheets of rain horizontal because the wind is so strong, that 

would almost look it had to be spinning around you. How else would it be horizontal? So, we, the 

scientists, can only look at what we have and that‘s the Doppler radar signature, and we don‘t see that little 

spin going on.‖ 
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TWIA). It was then I said, ‗This is not going to happen to these people out here. We‘re 

gonna do something about it.‘ So I put together the first demonstration that has ever been 

organized against TWIA.‖ Ninety-one people showed up to march in the rain. They were 

careful to follow all the rules regarding public demonstrations, were accompanied by 

Galveston County sheriff‘s deputies, and had alerted the major Houston and Beaumont 

TV stations and newspapers to their plans.  

Ms. Brumbelow detailed the experience for me and I relate the highlights here. 

Upon their arrival, Mr. Oliver invited everyone into a heated tent for refreshments, but, to 

Ms. Brumbelow‘s relief, everyone refused; they were not there to accept his temporary 

hospitality, but to demand the money they needed for long-term shelter and security. He 

stated that ―no one else has ever seen the need to protest,‖ to which Ms. Brumbelow 

replied, ―Nobody else has ever been treated so badly!‖ She continued, ―Mr. Oliver, if you 

could cut me a check and bring it to me for $197,683, I will go home, and I will knit or 

fish or do whatever old ladies do, and I won‘t ever say another unkind word against you.‖ 

And, after a moment of reflection, she corrected herself: ―That‘s not true. When you cut a 

check for all these people then I‘ll go home and knit or fish or do what little old ladies do, 

but not until you pay us all.‖ One of the men accompanying her backed her up: ―We 

believe if you just used common sense you would see why we‘re so angry about that 

settlement offer.‖ This provoked Mr. Oliver‘s most significant remark. ―And he said into 

the camera, ‗Well TWIA cannot use common sense, we have to rely on statistics.‘ Oh 

Jesus, thank you Jesus. That‘s my case. If I was debating you I would walk off the stage 

now. I mean, that was it, it was perfect.‖ 
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When I inquired whether or not the protest was successful in terms of TWIA 

agreeing to increased settlement offers, Ms. Brumbelow replied:  

Some people have been paid. It‘s very interesting: TWIA contracted the 

tightest confidentiality agreement to lawyers that I have ever seen. If they 

had paid them any more money or reopened their claim or settled with 

these people, who had to sign that confidentiality agreement, they can‘t 

tell anybody what they got, how much they got or for what reason they 

reopened the claim on penalty of having it taken back by TWIA. We don‘t 

understand it, we don‘t know why. 

 

 I never discovered anything else about this secretive policy and at the time of my 

research, in the summer of 2009, several people were still negotiating with TWIA.  

To round out my discussion of the insurance disaster, I want to present an 

opposing perspective, voiced by an outspoken minority of homeowners, most of whom 

had flood insurance. In reference to their friends who were struggling to rebuild, they 

often stated things like ―that‘s what they get for not having flood insurance.‖ One woman 

tried to convince me that the problem was that most people did not understand what their 

policy actually covered. She, on the other hand, ―did her homework‖ and was properly 

prepared: ―I don‘t care if you‘ve got an insurance agent. You also have to do your 

homework. Flood and Windstorm, you read their policies. It‘s a copout basically, but 

then I‘m a realist so I don‘t depend on anybody else. I‘m one of these that generally read 

the paper before I sign it. I want to know what I am getting into.‖ So while sharing 

insurance woes brought many together, it could also cause dissent amongst friends who 

were not in the same boat. Likewise, several people were totally uninsured, and therefore 

unable to commiserate with the insurance crowd. 
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As a result of Ike and the insurance disaster, residents reevaluated the risks they 

were willing to take. Rather than moving inland and changing their lifestyle, many people 

decided to change how they handled their insurance. Some, after dealing with TWIA, 

decided that windstorm insurance, designed to make risk more acceptable, was itself too 

risky. Instead, they chose to self-insure against future storms or splurge on flood 

insurance. Insurance was a risk they had control over, whereas the threat of future 

hurricanes was not. 
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VOICES 5 

 

People said, ―How can you stay here? This is so depressing.‖ They still tell me the same 

thing: ―Isn‘t this depressing to you?‖ I don‘t know what other people see, I see life 

coming back.  

Margery Saffer 

 

 

 

 

 

Considering all things, I‘m doing pretty good. I'm standing. I may not be walking 

straight, but I can get up. It may take me a while, but I can get up, and I am alive. I may 

not have a house, but I have property. And I have wildflowers growing on my property. 

And I do have some grass, a little bit of grass growing. And so there's hope. You know, 

when I first saw the first little blade of grass coming out, I thought 'well if that can live, if 

that'll come back, we'll come back. 

         Marcie Buttrey 

 



 

 

69 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

 

CONFUSION: THE MEDIA 

 

 

The dearth of media interest in the peninsula was another popular topic of 

complaint and, like the insurance disaster, it promoted community awareness and, to a 

lesser degree, bonds of solidarity among the residents. Admittedly, I was usually the one 

to bring up the subject of media coverage, but when I did, everyone had an opinion on 

every stage of the media coverage, from pre-Ike predictions to long-term follow ups.  

When a hurricane threatens the United States, the media, along with government 

officials, plays an important role in conveying pre-disaster danger and risk. When 

Hurricane Ike entered the Gulf of Mexico, meteorologists were uncertain about where it 

would make landfall, so everyone kept an eye on the news, awaiting their final 

predictions. As it became apparent that Ike would affect the peninsula, residents began 

their usual pre-hurricane preparations and most people maintained constant attention to 

the local news. 

After the storm, when the extent of the damage was revealed, peninsula residents 

blamed the news media for not emphasizing the size of Ike‘s storm surge. They also 

complained that the media had not issued a mandatory evacuation early enough, although 

this is the responsibility of the government, not the media. As such, the media had failed 

to adequately convey the risk and danger the peninsula actually faced. Iva Corrao, a 

woman who lost her home, explained her disappointment:  

The news media lied to the people. Eight out of ten people you interview 

will tell you they didn‘t carry anything with them. Four days of clothes, 

two pairs of shoes and underwear… No one ever came out and said 
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‗there‘s fixing to be a storm surge like you‘ve never seen in your life, it‘s 

gonna take over 17 miles of the coast.‘ You think I would have left and 

not taken any pictures of my son? 

 

Many residents shared the sentiment that news meteorologists must have known that 

Ike‘s damage would be worse than they had suggested. This stands in contrast to their 

responses to the coverage of past storms (that did not devastate the peninsula), which 

they felt the media had overhyped. When it came time to explain Hurricane Ike‘s risk, the 

media had cried wolf too many times. Resident‘s willingness to blame the media also fits 

with disaster victims‘ propensity to ―seize upon a particular faction they come to deem 

the enemy‖ (Hoffman 1999c: 144). As such, the media became another object of the 

ideology of blame. Still, insurance agencies were held in much greater contempt. 

Safely evacuated, albeit without many of their possessions, most people stayed 

tuned in to the news as long as possible and, as such, they experienced the storm and its 

immediate aftermath via television, radio, and the internet. Unable to return, they were 

reliant on these sources for information about their homes, neighbors, aid opportunities, 

and prospects for the future. The media now played the dual role of dispensing 

information to victims and presenting their plight to the rest of the regional community. 

Reports about Ike‘s damages, immediate recovery efforts, and information for 

victims, such as the locations of ―Points of Distribution‖ (PODs), dominated the Houston, 

Galveston and Beaumont news media for almost two weeks, resulting in a ―disaster 

marathon,‖ an oft-discussed phenomenon in the disaster studies literature. ―Disaster 

marathon‖ refers to the period of time when the effects of a major disaster dominate 

television programming. Liebes and Blondheim argue that, during disasters, television 
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―becomes not only the stage on which the event is played out but the producer and 

mediator of the ongoing event‖ (2005: 190).  Furthermore, these are ―moments in which 

television steps out of its role of ensuring casual viewers that reality outside is under 

control and acquires the role of conferencier, mediator, and movable stage, rallying 

viewers, alternately euphoric or overwhelmed by anxiety or grief, to what is declared a 

transformative event‖ (197). Unfortunately for Bolivar residents, most of the media 

attention was focused on Galveston, leaving them, and the rest of the country, 

uninformed about their homes and communities. Residents were upset that the marathon 

media coverage did not apply to them (quality) and cut off too soon (quantity).  

One of the typical themes of the disaster marathon is that ―first, ‗we‘ acted 

heroically during the disaster, and second, ‗we‘ will rebuild and go on to a better future‖ 

(Dynes 1970: 188). Dynes explains that ―collective pronouns such as ‗we,‘ ‗us,‘ and ‗our‘ 

are used in mass media discourse in order to reassure community members, to provide a 

sense of unity, and to suggest a sense of future purpose for the community as a whole‖ 

(188). Again, Bolivar residents never felt that the ―we‖ referred to in the Houston and 

Beaumont news reports included them. Also, many people, because they had evacuated 

to areas unaffected by the storm, were not exposed to this rhetoric in the days following 

the storm. Power outages throughout the region, lasting up to two weeks in Houston, did 

not help the flow of information and many residents relied on the internet and phone 

networks. County officials finally got the chance to proclaim that ―we‖ would rebuild at 

the public, ad hoc Restore Bolivar Peninsula meetings. 
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 In addition to the fact that Galveston garnered more major media attention by 

virtue of its size and reputation, Bolivar was specifically ignored during the first three 

days following Ike because Texas Governor Rick Perry placed a no-fly order over the 

peninsula (and the West End of Galveston Island), prohibiting the media from entering 

the area. Residents felt that they were never given an adequate explanation as to why the 

governor ordered the media blackout, but they speculated that he wanted to prevent 

another Katrina: ―They had a ‗no fly‘ for days because they didn‘t want the people to see 

what they saw in Katrina. The government didn‘t have a grip on it, which is stupid 

because the government can‘t get a grip on a hurricane. They can‘t beat nature, Mother 

Nature‘s going to do what it wants to do‖ (Dallas Brightwell).  

In a similar vein, most people I talked to speculated that the death count was 

higher than reported and that several people who were poor and reclusive and/or evading 

the law had perished in the storm: ―Now, if you‘re a logical thinker, was it really a lot of 

dead bodies? Was there really 1,500 unidentified dead over here? Was it really that they 

didn‘t do an adequate job of cleaning it out before the storm came? There isn‘t anybody 

who knows. I do know that there was a heavy, concentrated effort between the judge in 

Galveston, the Judge Yarborough
1
, and various people not to appear to the nation and to 

the world as the Katrina people appeared‖ (Annabelle Brumbelow). In addition to 

presenting residents thoughts about the no-fly order, both of the above quotes introduce 

the ways in which the peninsula residents understood Hurricane Ike and themselves in 

                                                           
1
 In Texas, every county has an elected ―judge‖ who acts as the mayor of the county and has no judicial 

power. 
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relation to Hurricane Katrina and its victims, a theme that pervaded my interviews and 

conversations and appears again later in this chapter. 

The no-fly order and media blackout were lifted on September 15
th

, three days 

after the storm, which residents attribute to reporter Wayne Dolcefino, who confronted 

the governor and demanded access to the area. At this time, Frank Billingsley, a 

meteorologist with Houston‘s Channel 2 News, conducted a live, narrated flyover of the 

peninsula, offering many people their first glimpses of their homes. Shortly thereafter, 

NOAA posted satellite images that allowed everyone to locate their property. Using these 

images, most people could determine whether or not they had a roof, but little else. 

Residents were grateful for these images, but wished they had been published sooner. 

Between September 15
th

 and September 26
th

, the news media consistently visited and 

reported on the peninsula, although most residents were not satisfied with the level of 

coverage. Regardless, for the first two weeks after the storm, most residents‘ 

understandings of the storm and its damages were framed and informed by the media. By 

the time residents were able to actually visit their homes, the major media in Houston and 

Beaumont had, for the most part, stopped focusing on Ike-related stories and the disaster 

marathon was over.  

 

Like a Bomb, Like a Movie, Like a Hurricane: Returning Home 

 

Returning home to the peninsula was a dramatic event for residents; the 

experience of actually seeing, touching, and re-inhabiting their homes and communities 

was radically different than viewing them on television and the internet.  



 

 

74 

 

Liebes and Blondheim point out that ―TV allows us to glimpse the uncertainty 

and craziness outside while ‗we‘ remain safely tucked in at home, our sanity intact‖ 

(2005: 189) and that ―only much later do we learn what ‗really‘ happened behind the 

drama on the screen‖ (190). Although they are referring to non-victim populations, this 

aptly describes the experience of evacuated peninsula residents since they were removed. 

Media images of their destroyed homes were emotional, and while they gave the 

residents a taste of the damage, they did not aptly prepare them for the return home. As 

such, their initial post-Ike visits to the peninsula tested their sanity. Harriet Albro, a 

resident introduced earlier in this chapter, told me that her son, who worked for Entergy 

and was thus able to visit the peninsula before most residents, counseled her not to return: 

―He just kept telling me, ‗When they get ready to let everybody back in, you do not want 

to go see it.  Because, you're not ready for it.‘‖ In addition to such ominous warnings, 

many residents made erroneous conclusions about the state of their homes and properties, 

believing them to have survived when they had not and vice versa. This misinformation 

was propagated by word of mouth and through the misinterpretation of satellite photos.  

During my interviews, I always asked residents to describe their peninsula 

homecoming and whether or not the media had prepared them for it:  

We sort of thought that we had [prepared for returning]. I mean we knew 

it was gonna to be devastating because like I said, we had seen it on the 

news. But seeing something on TV and then the reality of it all is a totally 

different scenario. I‘ll never forget when we came across off of High 

Island, as we came down going towards highway 87, you know, before 

you couldn‘t…as you come off the top of the hill, you could see the ocean 

to a distance. Well there was sand that was all out there so you couldn‘t 

see any of the shoreline. Well as we came across that hill you could tell 

that everything was just level, and I guess my first reaction…it looked like 

somebody just dropped a bomb out here and just leveled everything. Very 
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emotional. Very heartbreaking. Very stressful. Like, unreal. It was like 

seeing something out of a movie that was, you know, showing everything 

was just totally destructed. I mean it was hard to imagine what you‘ve 

seen. Cows out on the road dead, the road was partially covered by sand. 

We had to go in private property to get into the area. Plus the round power 

poles that were down and across the road. (Clayton Letellier, who was 

able to return before it was officially allowed) 

 

I cannot to this day tell you what it was like. It was, it was eerie, it was, it 

was like watching a movie, it was like…it just felt weird, like ‗oh my, God 

has wiped us off the face of the earth.‘ (Annabelle Brumbelow) 

 

I came back two weeks after the hurricane…the minute you went over the 

hill in  High Island the whole horizon had changed and that‘s when it just 

[deep sigh]. And then that drive, it was horrible. Of course you saw all 

these cars and you knew there were bodies in them, you know over to the 

right on the bay side. Oh my God, there must have been a thousand cars, 

all beat up, mangled…That‘s all you could see all the way from when you 

hit High Island all the way to Gilchrist. That‘s all you saw were cars. Oh, 

it was horrible, horrible. And then the color, and this was in October. It 

was gray. Even down here in October we still have green, but everything 

was gray. It literally looked like someone had dropped a bomb. And um, it 

just kept getting worse. Then when I got to Gilchrist, oh my God, phew, 

that was horrible. I mean, literally to have a little community wiped 

completely off the face of the earth. Terrible. I watched that video five 

times, it never ever ever, cause I‘m gonna tell you whatever you saw on 

the TV did not do it justice till you saw it in person. (Iva Corrao) 

 

Like the ones above, most people‘s accounts emphasized the moment when they turned 

onto Highway 87, the road that runs parallel to the coast for the length of the peninsula. 

This was their first realization that the entire landscape had been dramatically altered, or, 

as Iva put it, ―the whole horizon had changed.‖ Also, the experience was almost 

universally compared to witnessing the scene of a bomb-drop, or, alternately, an 

apocalyptic movie. These two analogies were by and far the most popular descriptors 

people used to explain the landscape and convey the emotions invoked by their initial 

homecomings. At this time, the confused landscape seemed insurmountable and the sheer 
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physical destruction was acknowledged as the most formidable obstacle to recovery, 

which, as the previous chapter indicates, was not necessarily the case.  

The above quotes also suggest that experiencing and internalizing the destruction 

in person was a very different process than learning about it through television and 

internet sources. Media images only conveyed a fraction of the visual element of 

devastation, but, as these quotes evince, the damage was multi-sensory. Pushing through 

the sand, the cracking of the mud, the heat, the stench, and the personal memories that 

certain scenes evoked were all commonly recalled aspects of the return home. Christa 

Pelt summarizes this point: ―You know, it's emotional (seeing it on TV), but until you 

come back and you see it gone and you touch it and smell it, because it was horrible 

smelling, it'll be a different thing.  Then you may have emotions, but until you actually go 

back, and that's just how I am, until you go back and see and touch and smell it didn't 

really happen.‖ After witnessing the destruction firsthand, several people I spoke to 

waivered on their decision to rebuild, but, once strides in recovery such as debris removal 

and repairs to the Rollover Pass bridge became visibly apparent, they were reassured and 

reinvigorated in their choice to rebuild. 

 

“We are the red-headed step child of Galveston County” and Other Complaints 

 

Less-than-satisfactory media coverage was not a devastating secondary disaster in 

the way that the insurance situation was, but a majority of the people I spoke to felt that 

the media, both local and national, had mistreated the peninsula and that the recovery 

process was hampered as a result. This is somewhat ironic since, after a disaster, media 

coverage is supposed to help prevent secondary disasters from arising and expedite the 
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recovery process by disseminating information and reassuring the populace. To the 

contrary, Bolivar residents felt that the media added to their problems by propagating 

misinformation, misrepresenting the peninsula‘s destruction, and then ignoring their 

plight.  

Residents assumed that outsiders would have been more concerned for them and 

more willing to help if there had been more immediate media attention. For example, Iva 

Corrao believed that, had the devastation on the peninsula been more widely publicized, 

other Texans would have thought ―‗well, gee, what about those poor people down there 

on the Bolivar Peninsula? Maybe we could help!‘‖ She continued her complaint: ―It‘s 

like we‘re the red-headed stepchild. And you know what that is, that‘s the child that‘s 

always mistreated in the family. That‘s what we are.‖ Most residents agreed that 

peninsula, because it was unincorporated and had a small tax base, was the ―step-child‖ 

of Galveston County. People proffered this response not only in regards to their poor 

media coverage but also their lack of political representation and material resources.   

In support of the claim that media attention benefits disaster-stricken 

communities, Dallas Brightwell related a story about a man from San Antonio who, 

having seen Bolivar on the news, rallied his friends and gathered a pickup truck and 

trailer full of supplies for the peninsula. Many residents believed that examples such as 

this would have been more abundant if the peninsula had been exposed to more media 

coverage. Mr. Brightwell concluded his thoughts: ―So yeah, [media exposure] helps. I 

think it helps Americans who want to help other Americans…without the addition of the 

government or FEMA or whatever.‖  
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Opal Cisco explained that she was upset with the lack of media attention because 

―nobody came to see that you don‘t have anything left. It was like a bomb went off here. 

And it‘s hurtful that nobody cares, that nobody cares about you. You know, that they 

don‘t care if you‘re getting rebuilt.‖ Indeed, many residents were offended that the media 

―forgot about them‖ so soon: ―It wasn't the headline story anymore and [the media] were 

kind of through with us, but the word kind of got back to them [that residents were 

unhappy] and they did a few more little interviews down here and a few more updates on 

how we were surviving down here‖ (Tia Hardegree). 

One of my interviewees offered a common explanation as to why Hurricane Ike 

and the peninsula were ignored: 

Unless you've got a real attention getter you're not going to get their 

attention.  We're old news.  We fell through the cracks because there was a 

female and a black running for the White House.  So, we just weren't quite 

as important as those two things.  And then we have a black elected.  Well 

hell.  That was, because it was the first time it's ever happened, that was 

way too big to pay attention to something like this.  Probably the only 

ones that Ike matters to are those people that were affected by it. 

  

This quote acknowledges that the media put Hurricane Ike on the backburner in favor of 

more nationally-relevant stories, but also brings up the issue of race, a surprisingly 

common talking point on the peninsula, which I return to in the next section.  

Marcie Buttrey, the creator of a weekly online newsletter which was comprised of 

announcements about local events and included links to news articles relevant to the 

peninsula (www.crystalbeachlocalnews.com), explained that peninsula residents had to 

―personally contact the media‖ to come down and cover major stories, such as the closing 

of Rollover Pass, the demolition of the Catholic Church in Port Bolivar, and the 
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continuation of the annual Christmas and Mardi Gras Parades: ―We said this is what's 

going on and we're gonna be there. Do you want to come and get this story? So several 

times after that, you know, media picked up on it. So that's why I send them an email too, 

so they can check out my page and that way, if there's anything that they see that they 

want to make a bigger story, they can come on down.‖ In addition to personal efforts to 

engage the media, the Bolivar Peninsula Chamber of Commerce and the Gilchrist 

Community Association both appointed media committees to facilitate the peninsula‘s 

relationship with the media.  

The media also disappointed residents when they failed to fact-check their 

reports: 

My husband caught this first, he was just screaming, you know, anytime 

there‘s a big media blunder we all take note of that, but [the national 

reporter] was standing at the road block at the end of the road there where 

you make the turn, and he said, ‗Hurricane Ike has brought damage,‘ and 

all that stuff, ‗And this road has closed and you cannot any longer travel to 

Port Arthur to the refineries or to the other communities or over to 

Louisiana…‘ and he went on and on and on, ‗Because Hurricane Ike 

wiped the road out.‘ And I‘m thinking, ‗Where was your research team?‘ 

The road has been out seventeen years, it had nothing to do with Hurricane 

Ike. And that really turned me off. If they were gonna come they should 

have got it right or they should have asked the local people and got it right. 

And then he continually called it the ―Bo-lee-vahr‖ (Spanish 

pronunciation) Peninsula. It was ―Ball-uh-ver,‖ I wanted to scream 

―Bolivar.‖ (Annabelle Brumbelow) 

 

Repeated media blunders, such as referring to the area as a ―Bolivar Island,‖ emphasized 

to residents that their story did not matter. 

Although residents felt ignored, the peninsula experienced more media coverage 

following Ike than it has at any other time. The media continued to report on the 

peninsula‘s recovery efforts, albeit sporadically, at least into the spring of 2010 and a 
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search for the terms ―Bolivar Peninsula‖ and ―Hurricane Ike‖ on the website for 

Houston‘s Channel 11 News returned 325 items for the time period between September 

13, 2008 and March 8, 2010. Residents acknowledged this unprecedented media 

exposure and, when asked which station or reporter did the best job covering the 

peninsula, they usually had a ready answer. Channel 11 News and reporters Art Rascon 

(Channel 13) and Rosa Flores (Channel 11), because they had personally contacted and 

interviewed several residents and returned to the area multiple times, were the most 

common responses. 

Comparisons to Hurricane Katrina  

 

When discussing media coverage of the peninsula, residents almost invariably 

brought up the immense amount of attention Hurricane Katrina garnered and the fact that 

New Orleans continued to be a popular news subject four years after the storm, whereas 

the peninsula‘s troubles had already lost their appeal. Many times, they simply 

expounded on the dissimilarities between the two storms: 

[Ike] was a disaster that nobody cared about. Everybody cared about 9/11. 

Katrina, everybody was so emotional, the movie stars, the big wigs, the 

President came, everybody came, you know, it was on the news. You 

know, they interviewed everybody, it was there day in and day out in your 

face. And nobody cared about us in comparison. I was disappointed that 

nobody cared. (Opal Cisco) 

 

In making these comparisons, Bolivar residents came to identify the peninsula with the 

Mississippi communities that were hit by Hurricane Katrina. They argued that New 

Orleans and Galveston, because of their renown, overshadowed the true destruction that 

occurred in Mississippi and on the peninsula, respectively.   
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 We have no representation on the peninsula and that was so obvious when 

nobody knew that we were here as far as even reporting the news. We 

couldn‘t get any news on our homes…because everything was about 

Galveston. That is a place that everybody knows all around Texas...The 

Bolivar Peninsula is not that well-known, but we got crushed. We just got 

annihilated, whereas there was flood and some things were missing in 

Galveston, but not near the devastation that we had on the peninsula. 

(Opal Cisco) 

 

I think Bolivar is just like Mississippi…we weren‘t the main focus and we 

should have been because we‘re still devastated. And Galveston‘s back. 

Now I don‘t know if Galveston got more money than we ever did, which 

I‘m suspecting that‘s the case. But we didn‘t get very much media and 

that‘s also what Mississippi got, in the shadow of New Orleans, right? 

Mississippi was devastated like this. (Hillary Cupri) 

 

These quotes demonstrate that peninsula residents came to understand their communities 

in contrast to New Orleans and Galveston. To a large extent, they compared their 

situation with media‘s presentation, not the actualities, of these cities. 

Comparing geography, storms, and media coverage seems docile enough, but, just 

as often, people explained how they, as peninsula residents, differed from the 

―Katricians,‖ a term that a Google search indicates was coined by disgruntled 

Houstonians to describe the poor, black Katrina evacuees that moved into their city. In 

discrepancy with this finding, residents justified their use of this term: ―Now I‘m saying 

‗Katricians‘ because they gave themselves that name when they moved to Houston, they 

were calling themselves Katricians because they, in their mind, they think they‘re 

refugees.‖ Peninsula residents used the term more broadly to refer to any black Katrina 

survivor from New Orleans, who they assumed were on welfare and exploiting FEMA to 

the best of their abilities. This justification hints at one of my interviewees‘ favorite 

rationalizations as to why they did not garner as much media attention as New Orleans: 
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they did not whine, complain, and make a spectacle like the Katricians. Rather, they ―put 

their pants back on,‖ cleaned up the mess and moved on, which did not make for very 

interesting news material.  

Although this explained the media‘s disinterest, it did not necessarily validate it. 

Christa Pelt, the owner and editor of The Beach Triton, shared her opinion: 

When I do the paper I always try to [include] some kind of progress and 

something that has gotten done.  But with the outside media I don't think 

we've gotten nearly what we deserve…I think even though it's a small 

area, I think it deserves a whole lot more coverage then what it's 

had…Maybe we're not ―whah, whah, whah‖ crying enough or something.  

But for media to still be covering Katrina and not coming down and seeing 

this and telling the stories about what's going on with the General Land 

Office and insurance… for me it's been very frustrating. 

 

As opposed to straightforward comparisons between the amounts of media attention 

devoted to New Orleans versus the peninsula, comments such as this, which compared 

victims, not situations, transferred residents‘ contempt from the media to the Katricians.  

Luis, an eccentric local artist and self-proclaimed ―cultural icon‖ of the peninsula, 

was proud that Bolivar had avoided the type of media attention that would have made 

residents appear weak. Although his opinion differed from most others insofar as he did 

not wish there had been more media coverage, it was couched in the same rhetoric 

concerning the Katrina victims: 

So after the initial shock was worn off, [Bolivar residents] put their pants 

on. They came down here with rakes and shovels and they started picking 

up and they decided to clean up and rebuild. They didn‘t whine and cry 

and ask for a bunch of hand outs. They didn‘t go whining to the news 

media or blame this person or that person. They took care of business like 

real people should. They cleaned their stuff up and now their rebuilding 

their lives, unlike what happened in New Orleans. Those people are still 

whining and crying and it still looks like crap.  
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And the reason [the media] is not here is there‘s not a bunch of people 

crying about it. Yeah, if there were people running around streets getting 

beat up by cops, living in filth, looking for their dead kid, or if there was 

real trauma and tragedy, the media would be here. But there isn‘t, so the 

media‘s not going to be here. What‘s there to film, a bunch of people 

going round fixing things up? That‘s not very newsworthy.  

 

Apparent in Luis‘ comments, as well as in many of my other interviews and 

conversations, was an implicit racism, a topic I address in more depth in Chapter Six. 

In addition to veiled statements like Christa and Luis‘s, a few residents explicitly 

stated their opinion about the role race played in post-Katrina versus post-Ike media 

coverage:  

If we had been, if the majority of us had been black, we‘d be all over…  

We happened to have that hurricane at the time of an election, we have a 

black president running, if we had been black, he‘s black, we would have 

gotten more attention than you could have….because it would have made 

him look good to have him helping his people and that‘s it. It‘s all race. 

They think everybody that lived here was retired, white and wealthy and 

can afford to rebuild back, unlike the poor Katricians…That‘s why you 

had the celebrities come down, the touchy feel-good bleeding-heart 

liberals came down and helped all the poor Katricians. We didn‘t get any 

of that because we‘re rich white people. (Iva Corrao) 

 

Statements such as this indicate that residents believed that stories about black people 

were more appealing to the ―liberal media.‖ Still, their hostility and disdain towards 

Katricians surprised me, especially since they clearly recognized the news media‘s strong 

influence on viewers‘ responses to disasters such as Katrina and Ike. It was almost as if 

peninsula residents blamed Katrina victims for presenting the media with compelling 

images and stories about human tragedy. No one I spoke to had considered why the 

media portrayed Katrina ―refugees‖ as helpless leeches on the government who were 

unwilling to work towards recovery. Even though they were annoyed that the peninsula 
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was misrepresented in the media, residents did not investigate whether or not Katrina 

victims had suffered a similar fate. Rather, they claimed that the Katricians, because they 

whined and complained, disproportionately and unfairly benefited from their media 

exposure since it attracted philanthropic support from celebrities and other ―bleeding 

heart liberals.‖  

Again, I want to emphasize that I did not ask my interviewees to compare their 

situation to Katrina, they did so on their own. Being that Katrina was such a widely 

publicized disaster, it makes sense that it served as one of the main reference points for 

peninsula residents. Bolivar residents seemed to waver between jealousy and contempt 

towards New Orleans. On the one hand, some people wished that they had received as 

much media coverage. On the other, no one wanted to appear weak, which is how they 

perceived the Katricians. 

Sensationalism in the Media 

 

In the above section I point out that most Bolivar residents assumed that their 

stories were not sensational enough to garner substantial media attention. While this 

upset some people who felt that they had suffered and deserved to share their experience, 

others were disappointed that the media had tried to craft sensational, emotional, human 

interest stories about the peninsula that were not necessarily true to the situation. 

Years ago [the media] seemed to report the news, now they try to create it. 

They sensationalize it, and make it more important than it is so they can 

get the best story, so they can get the most money, and on and on and on. 

Instead of just saying here‘s the facts and figures…All they want to know 

is how many people are dead. (Dallas Brightwell) 
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Because of the unsolicited sensationalism that accompanied the media, some residents, 

like Luis, were happy that there was not much media presence on the peninsula:  

You know there was enough pictures. I looked at the satellite photo on the 

computer. I saw what happened. I didn‘t need Channel 11, or CNN or 

Headline News to come down here and exploit death and destruction. I 

saw it on the satellite photos, I saw my trailer. 

 

Well actually I think, I really think it‘s a whole lot better (that there was 

not much media) because when you‘ve got a bunch of whiney people 

going ―whaa, whaa look what happened‖ it just makes, it makes the whole 

community look pathetic, and these people down here are not that way. 

They are strong willed people who have a desire to be here, people who 

love to be here and that‘s the only reason they‘re here.  

 

In this regard many people agreed with Luis; they felt that sensationalized images of the 

destruction on the peninsula, such as the one below, negatively affected their reputation. 

  

 

Figure 7: Photo courtesy of the NWS-Houston page at 

http://www.srh.noaa.gov/hgx/projects/ike08.htm. 

http://www.srh.noaa.gov/hgx/projects/ike08.htm
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The ―yellow house in Gilchrist,‖ as peninsula residents casually referred to it, was 

dubbed ―the last house standing‖ by the media. This headline upset one of the owners, 

Clayton Letellier, who, worried about the peninsula‘s image, asked newspapers to 

eliminate this phrase. Although he was mostly unsuccessful, he convinced a few reporters 

to emphasize that it was ―the only house standing on the gulf side for fourteen miles in 

Gilchrist.‖ As a result of this picture, which was first taken by an Associated Press 

photographer and broadcast on CNN before the Letelliers had seen it, he and his wife 

became popular media contacts on the peninsula. As of August 2009 they had done over 

forty interviews for various newspapers and TV stations and they expected to do many of 

them again on the anniversary of the storm.  

  Many residents thought that the image of the yellow house hurt the peninsula: 

―People are still under the misconception, so many people, that we only have the one 

house still standing, the one down at Rollover, because, people have not come down.  

And what they keep showing, when they do things on TV, is that house.‖ The president 

of the Bolivar Peninsula Chamber of Commerce expanded on this topic:  

You know people still don‘t understand that there‘s places to eat here and 

a store to go to and that kind of stuff. So we‘re going to have to fight that 

for a few months I think to get ‗em. (Mary: Just because the media 

portrayed it as being so bad?) Exactly, and now they‘ve got that one house 

emblazoned in their mind, that that‘s all that was left here. And now I‘ve 

been trying to send out newsletters and do some advertising to get people 

back here. So and I think when people come, then they go back and tell 

their neighbors it‘s alright to go—the beach is beautiful. We‘ll get ‗em 

that way. 

 

The Chamber of Commerce aimed to present the peninsula as an inviting tourist locale, 

not a devastated community in need of aid.  
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 As evidenced above, there were many different stances towards media 

involvement on the peninsula. First, a few people were comfortable with the amount of 

media coverage and were glad to escape the sensationalism of the news. Most people I 

spoke to wished that the media had paid them more attention though. This second group 

was divided between those who thought sensational images and stories were useful and 

that the peninsula was devastated enough to deserve more of them, and those who, like 

the president of the Chamber of Commerce, wanted the media to focus on the peninsula‘s 

recovery.  

Presenting the Community 

 

Oliver-Smith and Hoffman explain that ―ownership of a disaster, that is, the right 

to claim that it occurred, who its victims were, and the ‗true account‘ of events, origin, 

consequences, and responsibilities, often erupts as a very contested form of discourse in 

all stages of a disaster‖ (2002: 11). Like the insurance disaster, which prompted residents 

to seek out scientific explanations of the storm and embroiled them in debates over its 

definition, engaging with the media encouraged residents to assert their ownership of the 

disaster. As I point out above, there were multiple opinions about how the peninsula 

should have been presented and which aspects of Ike merited the most attention.  

Again, the residents who wanted more media coverage were divided over their 

motivations. Some wished to emphasize the traumatic side of their story in hopes of 

gaining national recognition and more outside aid, while others attempted to portray the 

peninsula as a rapidly recovering community that was ready to welcome tourists. The 

second group was by far the more active of the two, but still, these goals were at odds 
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with each other in terms of the image that needed to be presented to the outside world. 

Although most people in the first group would have been happy to receive some positive 

coverage regarding recovery, they also believed it facetious for the media to pretend that 

everything was okay on the peninsula.  

Whatever their beliefs, engaging with the media made residents hyper-aware of 

the peninsula as a community. It made them conscious that they were being looked at and 

forced them to consider the image they wanted to present, which, depending on the 

resident, diverged in important ways. As such, the peninsula‘s portrayal in the media was 

negotiated between those who wanted to deemphasize the devastation and those who 

wanted to play it up.  Although there were no official groups advocating for either stance, 

individuals and groups (such as the Media Committee of the Chamber of Commerce and 

the Gilchrist Community association) who engaged with the media were able to negotiate 

the image they projected.  

Clayton Letellier, the man who owned the infamous yellow house and had done 

over forty interviews, told me that he always tried to publicize the atrocities of the 

insurance disaster during his interviews:  

Basically the same thing comes out every time: how‘d you feel, what‘d 

you feel, are you rebuilding, what do you want people to take out of this, 

or why are you coming back? Things like that. But not the real problems 

that a lot of us down here have faced… And sometimes it takes hours of 

doing interviews and you only get about 10 seconds of it airtime. So all 

the little things you did say and that you wanted to get out don‘t always 

get out…If I come up and say ‗State Farm hasn‘t been helpful to me. They 

cause problems. They‘re holding my money. They‘re not settling with 

me.‘ That‘s not going to be news, because let‘s face it, State Farm is one 

of the largest insurance companies in the country, and they pay highly for 

advertising… I say it all the time, but they always cut that part out. 
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He believed that the insurance disaster was simply the wrong kind of human interest 

story: ―They do like to get in the sob stories, but if I say anything about my insurance 

company or my mortgage company, none of that ever comes to light.‖ 

In addition to publicizing problems, he also tried to use his interviews encourage 

peninsula residents to move back. ―We have several networks that we continue to update 

and let them know the status, especially some of the local stations…Our deal is to let the 

public know that we‘re here, we‘re going to rebuild and we want everybody else to come 

back too, want to see our neighbors come back, our friends come back.‖ In other words, 

he used his position as a peninsula icon and media contact to try to present both the 

positive and the negative aspects of recovery that he felt were important.  

Overall, I believe residents‘ experiences with interviews, as well as seeing and 

reading stories about the peninsula, prompted them to reevaluate and redefine their 

communities and their involvement in them. As such, Hurricane Ike and the resultant 

media coverage changed the image of Bolivar Peninsula, not only for the outside world, 

the lookers, but also for the residents.  
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VOICES (6) 

 

I‘ve been very impressed. And then I feel somewhat, I mean I know what everybody, and 

I say it myself: ―It‘s gonna be bigger or it‘s gonna be better.‖ And I think it will be in the 

long run. But it still won‘t ever be the same. I mean those little cabins are what made it 

what was you know. 

Anne Willis 

 

 

 

 

I learned years ago that we‘re stronger at the broken places…where something‘s been put 

back together and in many ways I think we‘ll be stronger.  

Annabelle Brumbelow 

 

 

 

 

But, everybody seems to go just almost out of their way now whereas maybe they didn't 

before.  Maybe they were nice.  Maybe it is my fault.  Maybe I didn't see how nice they 

were until I got to my knees, I don't know.  But I think everybody here is more willing to 

pitch in and help a buddy, help a friend, and help a neighbor then ever before.  So, it has 

done a lot.  You know I said one day, I hate to say this now, but it seems like it was 

almost God's blessing.  Everything is getting cleaned up. We've got a lot of trash taken 

away and people are rebuilding, coming back happy and ready to rebuild, ready to get on 

with their lives instead of a lot of this doom and gloom and woe is me. 

 

Sharlene Deyoe 

 

 

 



 

 

91 

 

CHAPTER SIX 

 

COPING: A TALE OF RESILIENCE 

 

 

Oliver-Smith observes that disasters are ―periods in which people experience a 

vast spectrum of emotions—anxiety, fear, terror, loss, grief, gratitude, anger, frustration, 

relief, and resignation—in all their shadings and intensities‖ and that ―these emotions 

color their experiences of preparations, the event itself, and the aftermath of a disaster for 

indefinite periods of time‖ (1999a: 163). This observation rang true on the peninsula and, 

despite efforts to appear resilient to the media and the outside world, most residents 

seemed to continue dealing with psychological issues during my fieldwork. Commonly 

cited problems included inability to sleep or concentrate, poor short term memory, and 

depression. Many residents attributed these symptoms to their uncertainty about their 

future, but several believed that they stemmed from their lack of daily routine. Hoffman 

describes this as a perceived ―drift away from cultural to natural time‖ which unnerves 

disaster victims, who feel ―discultural and dysfunctional‖ without their normal schedules 

(2002: 124). 

Margery Saffer, a woman I spoke to frequently during my fieldwork, offered an 

important insight into the difficulties of Ike: ―Life changes all the time, but just not so 

abruptly.‖ She viewed the storm as part of her life‘s trajectory—it was another challenge 

that required her to reevaluate her life. Ike was just more demanding than other 

challenges because it was so sudden and all-encompassing. She also pointed out that, 

because they were older and retired, she and her husband were at a point in their lives 

where they had not expected change. Loraine Roessler, another retired resident, made a 
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similar observation: ―You work hard all your life so you can retire and be comfortable 

and then you have the rug pulled out from under you and you realize it‘s not over yet and 

you still have to change.‖ 

 In the previous chapters and interlude quotes, I introduced some of the problems 

and ―confusions‖ that confronted the peninsula and suggested that these adversities 

provided an opportunity for bonding among residents. In this chapter, I want to talk about 

a few of the specific ways in which residents coped with the storm and its secondary 

disasters, which almost always necessitated that residents change in some form or 

fashion. For example, The Bolivar Blueprint and other governmental programs were 

designed to help the peninsula achieve a ―phoenix effect‖ in terms of economic and 

infrastructural safety. On a smaller scale, many individuals strove for the same result in 

their personal recovery, not only in terms of the security of their homes, but also their 

friendships, involvement in the community, and outlook on life. During my fieldwork, 

most people, especially those who were actively rebuilding or renovating their homes, 

were optimistic about the process of recovery and change. As one resident put it, ―things 

have to get torn up to get fixed up.‖  

 

Communication 

 

 First, I want to discuss the importance of mass communication throughout the 

recovery process. As the previous chapter points out, residents felt that the news media 

failed to adequately communicate important information to the peninsula. Inaccurate 

information was thought to be one of the major obstacles to recovery and, in response, 

residents set up several outlets for information sharing. Because phone service was out 
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for several months, cell phones and the internet were primary means of communication. 

One of the most vital chains of information sharing started with residents, including the 

president of the chamber of commerce and the sheriff, who were in contact with 

government officials and regularly attended county meetings. During the first four or five 

months after the storm, they passed on the information they gathered through the 

websites www.BringBackBolivar.com and www.RestoreBolivar.com. These websites 

allowed residents and homeowners who were not well-connected through a network of 

friends to stay informed.  

In addition to these outlets, two residents, Allen Hardegree and Marcie Buttrey, 

the creator of the weekly online newsletter mentioned in Chapter Five, collected several 

hundred email addresses, to which they sent pertinent information as they obtained it. 

Marcie‘s newsletter grew tremendously, at one point receiving upwards of 3,000 hits in a 

week. The Bolivar Peninsula Yahoo! Group, which was created in response to Hurricane 

Rita, and the Bolivar B.L.U.E.
1
 Yahoo! Group, which Ms. Brumbelow created a few 

weeks after Ike, also served as lifelines and boasted nearly a thousand members between 

them. In addition to providing a place to post relevant information about rules and 

regulations, the Yahoo! Groups and the message board at www.BringBackBolivar.com, 

allowed members to reconnect, comfort each other, post their thoughts about the 

peninsula, share information about contractors and other service providers, and set up 

―lost and found‖ sections for valuable and sentimental items. Internet and phone 

communication allowed residents to start reconstructing their communities, albeit in a 

                                                           
1
 Beach Lovers United Effectively  
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virtual way, much sooner than if they waited to physically return home. It allowed them 

to connect across their temporary diaspora.  

Although almost everyone was internet savvy or had a child or grandchild who 

was, information was also passed along by word of mouth. Hillary Cupri explained the 

situation: ―We were in the dark about everything…I mean every new thing that came 

along was something that was never been done before, so it was kind of a work in 

progress. So when we would find out something we would spread it to our neighbors…It 

came by word-of-mouth. The people who could use the internet would find out. I helped 

so many people get their permits.‖ 

 

Community  

 

The bustle of communication in the days following Ike helped give rise to a 

newfound sense of community among Bolivar residents. In part, this was manifested in 

how quickly most of the community based clubs and groups started meeting again. 

Margery explained to me that ―all of the little clubs are coming back; that‘s some of the 

best mental health there is.‖ Sociologist Douglas Paton‘s research upholds her 

observation, pointing to ―links between individual resilience predictors and involvement 

in community activities and functions‖ (2008: 26). Almost everyone I met during my 

fieldwork was involved in at least one community activity and, purportedly, attendance at 

groups such as the Fishing Club and AARP had actually risen since the storm. The 

president of AARP mused on this topic: ―AARP is getting new members, we‘re running 

almost double from what we normally had…New people, because there‘s not that much 

to do. I think because of the lack of people, people are getting involved in more 
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things…You don‘t have to be bored down here, you definitely don‘t have to be bored.‖ 

After the storm, residents were given a clean slate. They had the chance to create new 

persona and get involved with different activities. 

For most residents, club meetings were one of the most enjoyable parts of their 

week or month. They gave them an excuse to get out of the house, see their friends, and 

participate in an activity unrelated to insurance, grants, permitting or rebuilding. 

Meetings also helped residents reinstate weekly schedules and return to ―cultured‖ time:  

We were so glad when they got this building (the community center) 

going and we could come and our lives would be semi-normal. We could 

start taking exercising, we could start painting in the building again. That 

would be a sign of things being normal and coming back to being normal, 

which has helped everybody. I mean you come in here and know how 

much this is really needed, this little building with the ladies coming and 

going. (Opal Cisco) 

.  

Parades and festivals (and planning for them) also served as coping mechanisms 

for residents. Reinstating annual events such as the Crystaland Christmas Parade, Mardi 

Gras, fishing tournaments, the Crab Festival, and the Stingaree Music Festival helped 

reassure them that the peninsula‘s recovery was real and tangible. Also, planning a 

successful major event made those involved ―feel like they had actually done something 

this year.‖ To a similar effect, the chamber of commerce hosted a ceremonial ribbon 

cutting every time a business reopened. This allowed residents to gather together and 

celebrate their progress at regular intervals.  

Involvement in information-sharing networks and community groups and events 

also allowed new friendships to blossom, and the majority of people I met gained at least 

one important friend as a result of Ike:  
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Our people, we‘ve been through hell together. But anyway, my number 

one thing that Ike did and I say this, others say it: the friendships. I mean, 

there is not a Saturday that goes by or weekend that I don‘t see twelve to 

fifteen families that we hang with that I didn‘t know before the storm. I 

mean, it‘s just wonderful how the people have come together and melded 

together. (Annabelle Brumbelow) 

 

In addition to community groups and information sharing networks, these friendships 

were often the result of new neighbors, especially in the FEMA trailer park in High 

Island. All over the peninsula, Ike proved to be a universally relatable and acceptable 

conversation starter; residents were eager to both recount their storm stories and 

deliberate about rebuilding with each other.  In general, because the devastation of Ike 

was a shared experience, the bonds of community were strengthened, making residents 

more willing to meet and befriend one another.  This atmosphere of camaraderie 

originated during the ―solidarity phase,‖ which I mentioned in Chapter Two and expand 

on in the next section.   

Immediate Post-Disaster Solidarity 

  Oliver-Smith remarks that ―in case after case in crisis situations, a form of 

spontaneous social solidarity emerges that temporarily enables people to put aside self-

interest and come together in common effort. And equally recurrent, this solidarity proves 

fragile and gives way to intense expressions of self interest.‖ (1999a: 156). Although this 

trend has been observed for years, it has few explanations. Oliver-Smith believes that 

―sentiment and value as well as concrete, individual self-interest play an important role in 

the kinds of solidarity that are expressed in the aftermath of disasters‖ (163). To 

substantiate this belief, he analyzes post-disaster solidarity and its dissipation in terms of 

Emile Durkheim‘s distinction between mechanical and organic solidarity and Victor 
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Turner‘s distinction between structure and communitas. He argues that one of the first 

casualties of disaster is the division of labor: ―In effect, the division of labor is suspended 

while people attend to the more immediate necessities of individual and family well-

being. Everyone experiences the same stresses and hardships, and everyone has now 

assumed the same or similar tasks‖ (165). In other words, since everyone is a victim for 

the time being, the community reverts back to ―that substratum of mechanical solidarity,‖ 

in which everyone shares the same concerns, goals, and tasks. Organic solidarity, which 

is founded on the division of labor, is usually reestablished when substantial forms of aid 

arrive. Similarly, Oliver-Smith writes that ―the immediate postimpact stage of crises and 

catastrophes seems to evoke a liminal state‖ in which people experience a consciousness 

of communitas due to decreased recognition of rank and property.  ―The end of the 

emergency period and the beginning of relief and reconstruction,‖ coincides with a return 

to structured behavior (167). In short, Oliver-Smith argues that since everyone is brought 

to their knees in the wake of disaster, it is both rational and emotional for them to create 

bonds of solidarity with their fellow community members.  

In contrast to the generic disaster situation described above, the people of Bolivar 

were, for the most part, evacuated when Ike hit and therefore did not have to pull together 

to save lives and manage basic survival activities. On the other hand, everyone was left in 

the same state of confusion and they experienced a modified form of solidarity via cell 

phones and internet. This was not universally true, of course, and many people reported 

feeling lonely and out-of-touch while they were evacuated. In general, I found that the 
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diasporic nature of the Ike evacuation prevented solidarity and communitas from 

emerging in full-force.  

Despite this, several people I spoke to noted that aspects of post-disaster solidarity 

persisted for months after the storm. One woman told me that the process of recovery 

reminded her of the way people used to live: ―It was like barn raising back in the ‗20s and 

‗30s.  People worked together to get to the next place.‖ Some maintained solidarity while 

fighting similar battles with Galveston County and TWIA, but for most, these feelings 

dissipated once the emotional impact of the destruction wore off and insurance and aid 

money began to flow. At that point, people began to face personalized sets of challenges 

based on their needs and resources. Still, I think that Ike caused Bolivar residents to 

become more integrated into the peninsula community and, as a result, more appreciative 

and aware of their place within it As everyone worked together to cope with the storm, 

they reinvigorated the ―the tightness of bond‖ they felt as a single community.   

Post-disaster solidarity was most obvious in High Island since many people never 

evacuated the area: 

I remember in High Island, we were surrounded by water for days
2
, and 

days, and days, maybe 5 days I don‘t know. Well after the hurricane blew 

over, and it took forever because it was such a huge storm, well everybody 

comes outside to see who is alive and who‘s not. You start cleaning up 

your own debris and once you get that done you start helping Mr. and Mrs. 

Smith who are too old. You rally around the church. The Baptist Church 

and the Methodist Church rotated every day for services.  We had a lady 

that worked at the water utility district so she had keys to the water tower 

in High Island. The people who worked the local convenience store had 

evacuated, that we knew. We got permission to go into the store. We never 

did without, water or food. We could have caught our own. The guy next 

to me was trapping alligators. It‘s a community. The old timers and the 

                                                           
2
 High Island, because it was the highest point on the peninsula, was surrounded by water—it was literally 

an Island—after Ike. For a photo, see the Houston Chronicle‘s Hurricane Ike, page 68.  
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locals down here, they‘re going to get by, they can hunt and fish and 

survive. There was never any ―oh, we‘re going to starve to death or oh, we 

don‘t have electricity.‖ That‘s bullshit. We buckle up, we don‘t whine. I 

think three days later the Texas Game Wardens came in and brought us 

some water and MREs. We took them. We didn‘t need ‗em. We already 

had the stuff. You know, seven days after the hurricane Galveston County 

sheriffs came in and said they were putting a curfew on us. We told them 

that nobody robbed or raped or nothing. We took care of each other like 

Americans should do and when they came down here and said that, we 

told them to shove it because we didn‘t need a curfew. We could get by. 

(Dallas Brightwell) 

 

Mr. Brightwell‘s explanation of post-disaster solidarity revolved around his community‘s 

resilience, a particularly esteemed character trait on the peninsula. 

 

A Tale of Resilience: Long Term Coping 

 

Reaffirming their resilience was one of the most common ways residents 

reassured each other that everything would eventually return to normal. These exchanges 

were reiterations of what I call the ―Texan Myth,‖ which purports that Texans are 

especially adept at ―pulling themselves up by their bootstraps.‖ In keeping with the myth, 

they did not want, nor feel they needed, personal assistance from the government. As 

Opal Cisco put it: ―Hey! Do we yell and scream and carry on and froth at the mouth? No! 

We‘re Texans.‖  

Residents even attributed somewhat ―mythic beginnings‖ to the peninsula, which 

Allen Hardegree described:  

Those old additions
3
 were built primarily by the refinery workers out of 

the Beaumont area and Port Arthur, the triangle area. And they built them 

themselves.  They scrounged up the materials…They would tear down or 

they would find out where maybe a building was getting torn down and 

they would go and salvage materials off of it during the week, load it on 

trailers, pull the nails out of the boards and that sort of thing…One of 

                                                           
3
 Residents referred to the neighborhoods on the peninsula as additions. 
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them knew how to frame a house.  One of them was a carpenter.  One of 

them was an electrician, he knew how to wire.  One of them knew how to 

put paint on right and that sort of thing. And they would come down here 

on the weekends and they would help one another and they would build 

those houses.  They would work hard during the day and party hard during 

the night.  They'd go fishing.  They'd have fish fries.  But, little by little, 

they built one of those houses for very little money.  And, you can't do that 

anymore.  You cannot build like that anymore.  You have to have permits.  

You have to have inspections.  You have to build to codes and whether or 

not you're going to have insurance.    

 

I call this story mythic not because it is false, but because it was highly revered and 

informed people‘s understanding of what it meant to be a peninsula resident. This is an 

example of anthropologist Jack Lule‘s definition of myth as ―a societal story that 

expresses prevailing ideals, ideologies, values, and beliefs‖ (102). He claims ―myth thus 

provides a model, whenever there is a question of doing something‖ (103). I believe that 

Bolivar residents were motivated to be more ―resilient,‖ or at least to take more initiative 

in rebuilding their homes and communities, because of this pervasive narrative. As such, 

it also informed their engagement with and opinion of the media—they wanted their 

legacy to adhere to the ―Texas myth,‖ without record of complaints or substantial reliance 

on the government. Several months after the storm, Ike was becoming the latest chapter 

in the peninsula‘s mythic history of resilience. Residents were already trading stories 

about people who moved back before utilities were restored, defied government curfews, 

and helped each other rebuild.  

In reality and on the contrary, peninsula residents relied heavily on government 

aid throughout the recovery process. On the whole, residents thought this was permissible 

because it was aid for the community, not individuals. Still, some people had qualms 

about it and Mr. Brightwell even claimed that they could have done without the help. In 
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Chapter Two, I described the tension residents felt between their necessary reliance on 

the government to spearhead reconstruction and their desire to move forward and achieve 

a return to normalcy as soon as possible and on their own terms. Briefly, the government 

and utility companies were responsible for most of the immediate recovery efforts, 

including debris and sand removal, search and recovery, beach renourishment, and road 

repairs. Residents were dependent on them perform these tasks before they could start 

reclaiming their property. Although residents had some complaints about government 

procedures and bureaucracy, most people were very grateful for their involvement after 

Ike. Of my interviewees, Mr. Hardegree was one of the few who spontaneously lamented 

the departure of the government from the peninsula: 

I was in pretty good shape until the last couple of weeks actually, once 

FEMA stopped their effort in picking up (debris). I knew at some point we 

would get to the stage where it had to be the individual and it wasn't going 

to be a government agency or something like that that was coming in onto 

the lot picking up a wrecked car or what have you.  And, what I can see 

and I still see…are pilings, cements slabs, there's bicycles, there's boat 

trailers, there's whatever‘s on people‘s property, on their lots, that they 

haven't touched and FEMA didn't go get it because they didn't have 

permission to go and get it. But, for whatever reason, we're at the point 

now where it's going to be up to the individuals.  And, this is what we're 

going to get I'm afraid… The change now is going to be a long term 

process.  It's going to take a long time from now.  It's going to take years 

to see the same kinds of change that we had in 10 months…Can you 

imagine if we had started that way? 

 

I suspect that many other people shared these concerns, even if they were not vocal about 

them. In part, Mr. Hardegree was afraid that people, especially those who did not live in 

the area full time, would not take up their civic responsibility and clean their property. He 

was also worried that, without the government there to provide momentum, recovery 

would come to a standstill. He even implied that the peninsula‘s resilience, in this case, 
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was catalyzed by government aid, not individual initiative. Most residents recognized that 

cleaning up their property and the community without outside assistance would be a 

lifetime of work and gladly accepted any help they could get.  

Still, they disliked feeling and appearing dependent, a reaction that was 

particularly acute for inhabitants of FEMAland:  

I mean even still today if I had money I'd get a RV and put it out there on 

my property and I'd live there instead of here and I'd be fine, because it 

would be mine. It would be what I worked for. (Marcie Buttrey) 

 

Well I have made up my mind. If I haven‘t heard anything either on a 

grant or my attorney by February, I‘ll be moving back to Beaumont. I‘m 

not gonna…I don‘t want to live off the government. I‘m too independent. I 

don‘t want to sit in that grey apartment until the cobwebs form. I just can‘t 

live like that. (Iva Corrao) 

 

These quotes suggest that accepting personal aid from the government held a stigma that 

did not apply to community-wide government funded projects. In other words, as long as 

the government did an adequate job of clearing debris and reinstating public works and 

no one complained too much, most residents were satisfied; they were able to focus on 

their personal recovery and appear resilient. FEMAland inhabitants did not enjoy this 

privilege.  

Although living in FEMAland felt disgraceful to most of the residents I spoke to, 

Opal Cisco felt her trailer was justified and, more than once, she got into disputes with 

her friends about this subject: 

Opal Cisco: Well I don‘t feel like I‘m a sponge, I feel like I earned it. 
 

Lorraine Roessler: But see, it‘s the sense of entitlement…it‘s when people 

start thinking they‘re entitled to something instead of wanting to make 

their own life. That‘s why society‘s being drained, that‘s why FEMA‘s 

being drained because there‘s too many people that feel like they‘re 

entitled. 
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Opal Cisco: Well, I guess I have an ―entitlement mentality‖ then because I 

can‘t see that there‘s anything wrong. I don‘t feel shame. I don‘t feel 

anything bad about living in the FEMA trailer because I can‘t do anything 

better than that. I get social security and that‘s all.  

 

Opal was able to defend her trailer because she was old, had worked her whole life, and 

had never been on welfare; her friends always conceded this to her. On the other hand, 

recipients of FEMA aid were deemed unworthy if they were thought to have poor work 

habits, conniving personalities, or drug problems. As evidenced in Chapter Five, 

residents tended to classify ―Katricians‖ in this way, and conversations about 

independence and resilience almost inevitably included a short diatribe about New 

Orleans. Residents felt strongly that Hurricane Katrina had affected their recovery insofar 

as it drained FEMA‘s resources and stole attention away from Bolivar.  

 

“We’re Paying for the Sins of Katrina” 

 

 To peninsula residents, Katricians embodied the antithesis of the Texan myth. 

Hoffman explains that it is common for outsiders to ―tag survivors as users and abusers 

who, if they receive aid, are ‗getting something for nothing.‘ Negating the disaster, they 

begin to view the victims‘ circumstance as the result of their own failings, a consequence 

of sin, idleness, or indigence‖ (1999c: 145). This aptly describes how peninsula residents 

felt in regard to Katrina survivors, but, of course, they did not think of themselves in the 

same way.
4
 Rather, I believe that by asserting their superiority over Katricians, residents 

validated their own recovery strategies.  

                                                           

4
 Many ―outsiders‖ also viewed the peninsula in this way, as evidenced by reader comments on Ike-related 

stories on the Houston Chronicle website. Readers usually pointed out that it was unfair for people who 

lived in risky environments to be continually bailed out with tax payers‘ money. Sociologists James Wright 
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 Another excerpt from the above conversation between Loraine and Opal, this time 

with the addition of Iva, exemplified the kind of discussions residents had about FEMA, 

Katrina, and the peninsula. Iva and Opal both lived in FEMAland, but Loraine‘s house 

sustained only minimal damage. They were friends before the storm and continued to see 

each other several times a week. I decided to interview them as a group, but, once the 

conversation got started, I did not have to ask many questions: 

Loraine Roessler: I think it‘s sad that the Federal Emergency 

Management, FEMA, is in such bad shape because of one incident that 

that has drained them to point that they can‘t help other people… 
 

Opal Cisco: Because they let that happen….that was mismanagement. 

That was total mismanagement. 
 

Loraine Roessler: But it‘s still being mismanaged because I think they‘re 

still funding those people. It‘s been over three years and they‘re still 

funding Katrina. 
 

Iva Corrao: But see, the thing about that is… 
 

Loraine Roessler: Once you get on a crutch, you can‘t get off of it 
 

Opal Cisco: Why didn‘t they say, ―Okay, we‘ll give you this place to live 

while we help you…‖ 
 

Iva Corrao: Don‘t you understand the mentality here Opal? The mentality. 
 

Opal Cisco: Noooope (sarcastic). 
 

Iva Corrao: It‘s the people that were on welfare, that were generations of 

welfare, that never worked, that never contributed to the tax base, they‘ve 

been given things their whole life. ―Why can‘t we be given things for the 

rest of our lives?‖ And that is why it has taken them so long to cut them 

off, is because they have the mentality ―I deserve this.‖ 
 

Opal Cisco: But also, they had no place to go. They hadn‘t prepared a 

place for them to be a permanent resident.  
 

Iva Corrao: But when does the federal government say no? 
 

Loraine Roessler: You had no place to go, Iva had no place to go, and 

they‘ve already told you that you have to get out by a certain date.  
 

                                                                                                                                                                             
and Peter Rossi explain the source of their discomfort: ―The basic effect of policies emphasizing 

government assistance in the postdisaster period is to lift the burden of environmental risk from the 

shoulders of the individuals and communities that, through their behavior, have assumed it, and spread that 

risk evenly over the entire taxpaying population‖ (1981: 50). Many anthropologists would level the critique 

that most people living in disaster prone areas are not necessarily there by choice, but Wright and Rossi‘s 

observation does hold true for Bolivar. 
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Opal Cisco: But they also told us they could extend it for us if…they 

said… 
 

Iva Corrao: The difference is, I‘ve made plans, I know what I‘m gonna do 

when the time comes. 
 

Opal Cisco: I don‘t, I have no resources. 
 

Loraine Roessler: But you will make plans. 
 

Opal Cisco: I‘ll have to do something… 

 

This dialogue introduces the three women and their opinions so well that it reads like the 

opening lines of a play. They had two main concerns about federal disaster relief and 

New Orleans. First, they believed that FEMA mismanaged Katrina relief efforts and that 

they overcompensated many people. Second, they believed that Katricians had an 

entitlement mentality and that they planned to accept government money as long as 

possible, thereby ruining the peninsula‘s chance to receive adequate relief aid. In short, 

residents blamed both FEMA and the Katricians for the agency‘s lack of resources.   

Residents cited news reports to authenticate these claims. For example, Channel 2 

News out of Houston did an investigative report into the differential treatment afforded to 

Katrina versus Ike victims:  

After Hurricane Katrina, 1,080,731 people applied for all types of FEMA 

assistance. FEMA paid out $5.2 billion in help. The average payment per 

applicant was $4,860.  

After Hurricane Ike, 734,130 people applied for FEMA assistance. FEMA 

paid out $530 million in help. The average payment per applicant was 

$722.  

"Until you have the data, you're just another guy with the opinion," said 

[Texas Governor] Perry. "I'm no longer just a guy with an opinion. Now 

we have facts that back up Texas is treated differently than Louisiana by 

two administrations now. That's not right.‖ (KPRC Local 2 Investigates: 

2009)  
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I cannot evaluate whether or not Ike victims were actually treated unfairly in comparison 

to Katrina victims.  The point though, is that peninsula residents believed they were, and 

articles such as this validated their opinion.  

Residents generally forgave FEMA for their mismanagement of Katrina. They 

liked to mention that the agency had admitted their mistakes and a surprising number of 

people claimed that FEMA staff had personally apologized to them for not being able to 

offer more aid because of their Katrina mishaps: 

And I‘m not saying that FEMA isn‘t a good thing. I‘m not saying it‘s good 

or bad or whatever. I‘m saying that Katrina and New Orleans certainly 

ruined FEMA for the rest of us. You know everybody who even came here 

from FEMA said that ―if it wasn‘t for New Orleans things would be a lot 

better off for you people.‖ And everybody I met from FEMA said that, 

everybody I met from FEMA was good people. (Dallas Brightwell). 

 

In regards to Iva, Opal, and Loraine‘s second point, that Katricians were also to 

blame for FEMA‘s mistakes, I had several interviewees explain the difference between 

Bolivar residents and Katricians to me: 

The difference in the people here is that we got together and started taking 

care of ourselves instead of sitting on our asses like they did in Katrina: 

―Well whatcha gunna do for me? ―Whatcha gunna do for me?‖ Well do it 

for yourself. (Dallas Brightwell) 

 

[FEMA] said they learned their lesson on Katrina…it‘s a different type of 

people and they learned their lesson. Because everybody whined: ―You 

can‘t throw us out, we don‘t have any place to go!‖ [Peninsula residents] 

are not complaining like that. They just… they never had to deal with this, 

they‘ve never asked for assistance. So they don‘t know how to work the 

system. There‘s a way of working the system, you got to know what 

you‘re doing, you know. We don‘t know. We don‘t know what welfare is, 

we don‘t know how to do all that kind of stuff. (Margery Saffer) 

 

Margery makes an interesting assertion that peninsula residents suffered because they 

were unfamiliar with government aid. Still, she implied that ―working the system‖ mainly 
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involved whining and that peninsula residents would not have exploited FEMA even if 

they had known how.  

To conclude this chapter, I want to take a moment to address the racism that 

pervades my informants‘ contempt of poor, black Katrina victims, which is evident 

throughout the last two chapters. By dubbing them ―Katricians,‖ residents stereotyped 

and distanced these people, making it easier to assert the peninsula‘s superiority and 

blame Katrina for their problems. In this regard, residents‘ opinions and actions were 

sadly misinformed. Numerous researchers have examined institutionalized racism in pre- 

and post-Katrina New Orleans, pointing out that the ―real disaster‖ for black residents 

was housing discrimination and the implementation of ―free market fundamentalism‖ 

(Lipsitz 2006: 452; see Gotham and Greenberg 2008). For example, anthropologists 

Rachel Breunlin and Helen Regis explain that ―by not opening public housing and failing 

to provide basic services such as health care and public education,‖ local, state, and 

federal governments precluded the successful return of many low income, mostly black 

residents. Indeed, the ways in which low income New Orleans residents suffered at the 

hands of poor planning, neglect, and greediness on the part of their elected officials have 

been widely published. George Lipsitz, a professor of Ethnic Studies, writes that ―from 

the perspective of the richest people, the richest corporations, and the most powerful 

politicians and media outlets in our society, New Orleans must be rebuilt for the 

convenience of investors, entrepreneurs, and owners. From this vantage point, the black 

residents of the city who suffered so terribly during and after the hurricane are not people 

who have problems, but instead they are problems‖ (2006: 451). Peninsula residents 
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typified the kind of ―American culture‖ that, according to Lipsitz, provides the 

foundation for such policies and is therefore responsible for sustaining inequality and 

injustice (456). In light of this information, my interviewees‘ comments about 

―Katricians‖ are exposed as uninformed and callous. Still, their racist attitudes, which 

were largely the result of their conservative, southern upbringings, were also indicative of 

the dissatisfaction they felt towards the government and the media insofar as they 

diverted some of their frustration away from these institutions and towards black Katrina 

survivors.  



 

 

109 

 

VOICES (7) 

 

I mean, I‘ve always said we‘ve had a blessed life and wouldn‘t change a thing. We‘ve 

done it. And my husband says ―I‘d rethink Ike,‖ you know, but that‘s just part of life. 

 

Margery Saffer 

 

 

 

 

 

When we sit downstairs and that breeze comes through there under the house, you look at 

the Intracoastal Canal and then simultaneously just turn and look at the Gulf of Mexico 

and have a beer and say ―you know, you can't do this in town.‖  You can't.  It's a great 

lifestyle. 

Liza Calise 

 

 

 

 

 

Mary:  Will you do something different the next time there's a big storm? 

Christa:  I'll take more underwear.  That's it. 
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CONCLUSION: 

 

THE IMPORTANCE OF PLACE AND BELONGING(S) 

 

 

 Underneath their resilience and racism, Bolivar residents were emotional, 

thoughtful human beings who were deeply wounded by the storm.  

Human beings are surrounded by layers of trust, radiating out on 

concentric circles like the ripples in a pond. The experience of trauma, at 

its worst, can mean not only a loss of confidence in the self but a loss of 

confidence in the scaffolding of family and community, in the structures 

of human government, in the larger logics by which humankind lives, and 

in the ways of nature itself…They (disaster victims) look out at the world 

through different lenses. And in that sense they may be said to have 

experienced (a) a changed sense of self and (b) a changed way of relating 

to others and (c) changed worldview altogether. (Erikson, in Hoffman 

1999c: 141) 

 

I believe that Erikson‘s observation applies to the peninsula residents, although in the 

short time I spent there, I only began to understand the ways in which they experienced 

these changes. One thing I noticed was that, in dismantling residents‘ lives, Hurricane Ike 

caused them to reflect on the meaning and importance they attached to their material 

belongings and the physical space surrounding them. Through this reflection, they 

reevaluated their relationships with the landscape and their homes and possessions. 

Making these conceptual adjustments was difficult, but in the long run, it helped them 

cope with their losses. 

 

The Importance of Material Belongings 

 

Although placing importance on their material belongings does not seem very 

redemptive, residents‘ distress was not based solely in the monetary value of their lost 

possessions. They also associated many memories with these items. 
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I would be remiss if I did not acknowledge that some people were somewhat 

obsessed with the monetary value of the belongings that they lost. Resentment brewed 

between residents who lost different amounts. For example, Iva Corrao, who lost 

everything and was living in FEMAland, and Margery Saffer, who lost only a large 

portion of one of her two houses, could not reconcile with each other‘s grief. Margery 

complained, ―Iva says ‗well you don‘t know what I‘m going through, you didn‘t lose 

everything, y‘all‘ve got everything!‘ And I said ‗Iva, we lost over $200,000. You think 

our life didn‘t change? Well, you don‘t understand.‘ In reality we really lost more than 

she did. The value of her home and everything else… we lost more than she did. But she 

doesn‘t see that, she doesn‘t understand that.‖ Iva presented her perspective as well: 

It really pisses me off when I hear people say that they lost a lawnmower 

or they lost a tractor, or they lost luggage that was in their shed. I could 

(pretends to slice her throat). That upsets me when they start. Or like when 

they start complaining, like they did at water aerobics: their ‗grass is just 

not very good…they just don‘t know why but there certain spots of their 

grass that‘s dying.‖ You know, I rolled my eyes and I had to bite my 

tongue, hold my tongue. And I mean…it was the five of them talking 

about their yards because they still have a yard. And there‘s little Opal and 

I sitting over there you know. I just wished I had some grass. I wish I had 

a yard to bitch about. 

 

On the other hand, many people expressed gratitude at having lost everything 

rather than only some things. That way, they did not have to sort through and reorganize 

the remnants of their belongings. When I asked Marcie Buttrey if she would do anything 

different the next time a storm threatened the peninsula, she replied: 

Nope. I'd probably sit out there on the porch and wait for it to come and 

take me. Because I don't want to have to go through this again. And I 

know, because I didn't have a home I'd have to rummage through trying to 

salvage things. Some of my friends had to do that. That was really hard on 
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them. If I had to do that, I don't think I'd be here talking to you. I would 

just be absolutely crazy. I just would have given up.  

 

As Marcie points out, many people spent considerable time locating possessions 

that were strewn literally across the peninsula. When found, these items often took on a 

new meaning for their owners. For example, Marcie spotted a sequined dress that she was 

supposed to wear at her daughter‘s wedding:  

And then I looked way out there and I could see on this bare tree out there 

something really colorful just waving in the wind. I thought ‗what in the 

world, of all this brown, demolished, yuck stuff, what could be out there 

that's that colorful?‘ And it was my dress. So I took it home and washed it. 

A lot of the sequins are still on there. (Mary: Are you going to keep it?) 

For a while. This is what I saved. I'm not gonna wear it! But I never got to 

wear it. It was something I was so looking forward to… 

 

Sharlene Deyoe shared a similar story: 

 

A friend of mine now a couple of weeks later found a little jacket of mine 

five or six blocks over and it had my little guardian angel pin on the collar.  

Well, I was so excited that actually I cleaned up the little pin but the jacket 

was just in shreds.  But, I insisted I had to have it.  So, I washed it every 

day for about six weeks.  I don't know if I really got all of the sand out 

because it was just in shreds like this, but I had to keep it.  But, now that 

I'm back, it's real funny.  I've finally reached the conclusion now that I'm 

ready to give it up.  But, at that time it was all I had that I had found or 

anything.  So, it was really precious to me.  Now, it's OK.  I'm ready to 

give it up.  

 

Incidents such as these emphasized again that Ike did not take everything in its path. The 

storm seemed to leave behind curious reminders of people‘s pre-storm lives, which most 

people cherished. 

 Despite some concern over the monetary value of their losses, most residents 

expressed that they had accepted that it was ―just material things‖ and that they were 

happy to have their lives and their memories. They were tired of dwelling on the things 
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that were gone.  Opal challenged this oft-espoused platitude: ―yeah, it‘s stuff, but it‘s 

stuff you‘ve had your whole life…I‘ll go along with them saying it‘s only material 

things, but it‘s part of you. All those material things are part of you. You‘ve gathered 

them around you and it‘s part of your history, it‘s part of your future, it‘s part of your 

life.‖ She expanded on her philosophy: 

For instance, my mom had saved, oh she was a really big saver-upper and 

when she passed away I found an old dress that she had saved that was 

mine and I said, ―Oh my gosh.‖ The waist was like this, you know…My 

friend was helping me with it, we went to grade school together, and all 

these floods of memories came back and we got to giggling about when I 

wore that and all this and that and another.  And it was just history, 

history. That‘s what it is, that‘s your history. That‘s your history and just 

like you go to a museum and there are things that are just monetary things, 

but it‘s history. And when it‘s your history, it‘s a little bit difficult to 

swallow… It‘s very emotional, all those things. It‘s all those things, when 

your history is gone. And actually, my history is gone. I have to start from 

September the 13
th

 forward and regain history. 

 

Opal pointed out that, in a way, we are what we own. She also emphasized the way that 

Hurricane Ike ―split history,‖ dividing time into before and after. Not only did the storm 

go down in history, it also obliterated parts of some residents‘ personal histories, 

necessitating new beginnings.  Lynne Crittenden shared her opinion: ―My friends told me 

‗oh, it‘s just stuff, you can replace it‘ and I thought that was really cruel you know, but 

then once I got over the depression and thought about it, it‘s like ‗yeah it can be 

replaced.‘ It‘s memories lost but we‘ll make new ones. You know, and I came up with 

this saying that I just love to share, it‘s as the tide rolls in, life goes on.‖ 
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Landscape and the Importance of Place 

 

Hurricane Ike not only affected people‘s personal histories, it also removed 

communal landmarks, and, by extension, affected communal histories. The storm 

severely rearranged both the built and ―natural‖ landscapes of the peninsula—―The whole 

horizon had changed.‖  Notably, the saltwater killed off most plant life, leaving the land 

brown, desolate, and putrid. Residents found this depressing and unnatural. As such, the 

emergence of the first blades of grass brought comfort and joy; the return of ―nature‖ 

assured them that the peninsula would eventually recover: ―Would you believe that about 

three days ago I saw the first lizard? And I cried.  It was like life was coming back‖ (Liza 

Calise).  

Beyond longing for greenery, the changes in the landscape emphasized the 

importance of space and place for residents.  Giddens discusses how in the modern world, 

being ―separated from the externalities of place‖ allows the lifespan to become a 

―distinctive and enclosed trajectory from other surrounding events‖ (146). He means that 

our lives are no longer defined or limited by the places we inhabit. Although people 

maintain local attachments, place does not ―form the parameters of experience‖ nor offer 

―the security of the ever-familiar‖ found in traditional locales (146).  At the same time, 

―spatially located activity becomes more and more bound up with the reflexive project of 

the self‖ (147). In other words, place is an important referential factor in people‘s life 

narratives. 
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Living on the peninsula informed residents‘ self identities, even more so after the 

hurricane. Surveying the destruction, they realized that many of their most cherished 

memories were associated with specific places that no longer existed: 

But when a whole, the whole history of a community is completely 

erased… the devastation to me is: I‘ll build again eventually. You know, 

it‘s just material possessions and, being an artist, those aren‘t important to 

me. But I have nothing to show my grandchildren if I have them, my 

great-grandchildren. I can‘t say this is where grandpa used to fish or you 

know I can‘t see old Pete Hearn‘s old house, or Pop Turner‘s, or Pop 

Keating‘s, or, you know, any of these old timers and the people I grew up 

with. And the buildings have history behind them all. It‘s just completely 

erased. And so that impact, you know, the memories are there and they‘re 

great memories. It‘s just the physical attributes of seeing them on a daily 

basis or knowing who was there, or when, where or what that‘s gone and 

that‘s the sad part. (Dallas Brightwell) 

 

Losing the map of memories that was inscribed on the landscape was particularly hard on 

people who grew up on Bolivar, but everyone lamented the loss of their landmarks. 

Before Harriet Albro made her first return trip, a friend had called her and said: ―There 

are no landmarks anymore.  I don't know where I am.  I'm on the peninsula, and I've been 

here all my life, and I can't tell you where I am.‖ She concluded that ―When you hear 

someone in their fifties, a man talk like that, and break out and cry, you know it's bad.‖ 

Annabelle Brumbelow explained that ―we went to try to find our friends‘ houses but you 

couldn‘t find anything because there was no markers left, no street signs. Everything was 

covered with sand and mud, and houses that I‘d been to fifteen times I couldn‘t find.‖ 

The clearing of sand and debris and the reinstallation of light poles and street signs 

largely rectified this problem, but some people set up their own landmarks, such as 

reflectors or handwritten signs, to help navigate the peninsula. Rebuilding landmarks, 
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especially road signs, while obviously practical, also served to reassert the presence of 

culture in the natural landscape.  

As mentioned in the introduction, in remaking the peninsula, residents also 

reinstated the false dichotomy between nature and culture. Residents cherished the 

natural landscape, but the nature Ike left in its wake was considered unacceptable and 

even unnatural. The greenery they so desperately longed for was not quite the same as the 

nature that would reemerge on its own. As such, residents reestablished a cultured 

version of nature along with the built environment.  

 For example, residents who had sufficient financial capacity tried to encourage 

and direct the return of greenery and ―nature‖ by replanting their gardens and trees:   

 [My husband‘s] still upset, he‘s so upset. The last thing he did to make 

himself to feel better, he put grass in. He‘s very happy. He‘s starting to get 

over it. Because everything died and he just insisted on putting everything 

back together. I didn‘t want a flowerbed. He put my flowerbed back 

together. We‘d plant a plant and it‘d die. We‘d plant another plant and it‘d 

die. You know, I mean…You know, everything‘s gonna die for the 

rest….and so finally plants started living. (Hillary Cupri) 

 

Throughout Crystal Beach, people found themselves battling with nature—people wanted 

to make the land seem lush and productive despite its inability to sustain new growth for 

months after the storm. As Iva mentioned before, the difficulty of lawn cultivation was a 

popular conversation topic, though much to the chagrin of those without yards. 

 Although not everyone had a yard to care for, everyone could visit their property 

to reclaim and redefine their space, which usually occurred during people‘s first few 

visits to the peninsula. Hoffman describes a similar reaction to the Oakland Firestorm: 

―Many victims, unable to wait for the city‘s cleanup program, rushed to ‗clean up‘ their 
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lots themselves, until tidy rectangles of delineated lots once again spanned the space 

nature had torn through‖ (2002: 124). Marcie Buttrey explained how she tidied up her lot: 

We have nothing to start rebuilding, but I‘m not going to go down there 

and not do anything to my property. I carry a shovel in the back of my car, 

and when the weeds are just taking over, I dig them out, dig out the roots, 

throw them over to the side of the road. So I've just kept it up like that. 

Even if I pull just one weed every time I go over there I've done something 

to improve my property. (Marcie Buttrey) 

 

Many residents not only cleaned their lots, but also put up American flags and signs 

stating their address. Flags, traditional symbols of conquest, were especially effective at 

redividing culture and nature.  

 
 

 

 

 

Figure 8: Photos showing residents‘ efforts to delineate their space. The owner of the property in the 

first picture even put up a ―No Trespassing‖ sign. The owner of the property in the second picture put 

up a more uplifting sign that reads ―Down But Not Out.‖ 
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 Controlling the return of the dunes, including their size and location, was another 

important component of re-cultivating the nature-culture divide. Partly natural, partly 

manmade, dunes acted as a barrier against dangerous aspects of nature such as storm 

surges and high tides. When in a robust, ―healthy‖ condition, they protected the human 

environment that was built up behind them. Of course, they were flattened by the storm. 

Although they would have eventually returned on their own, the county hastened this 

process by installing bales of hay, old Christmas trees, and in some cases, geotubes along 

the coast. Since the dunes generally coincided with the location of the vegetation line, 

which marked the beginning of the public beach, their return was particularly pertinent 

for people who owned beachfront property. Some of these individuals made efforts to 

build back dunes in order to protect their property from both the government and the gulf. 

For example, I visited one piece of property where the owners had created an impressive 

dune, about five feet tall, twenty feet long, covered with beach oats, and surrounded by 

oleanders. Luis, the eccentric artist mentioned in Chapter Five, commented on this trend: 

It‘s a crazy thing to watch what happens after a storm. The dunes have 

been washed away many times. A little tropical storm that hits a hundred 

miles from here washed stuff up into our yard and ruined the dunes. And 

people, as soon as that happens, they‘re rushing down there with dump 

trucks trying to make their yards bigger, putting up fences. I can‘t tell you 

how many years I‘ve sat down here on my deck just laughing at the little 

ants marching around trying reclaim or actually claim more than their 

share…The beach is gonna do what the beach is gonna do. You know, 

there‘s gonna be fights and disputes over boundaries. There always have 

been and always will be. 

 

In the summer of 2009, residents had successfully remade many aspects of both the built 

and natural environments. I believe that, even though they lost of the sense of security 
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offered by the ―ever-familiar,‖ residents grew more attached to the peninsula as they 

worked to rebuild and redefine it.  

Despite their considerable progress and optimistic attitudes, I predict that 

residents will be working through a variety of secondary disasters for years to come. On 

the other hand, they had already achieved some aspects of ―closure,‖ the final step in the 

universal stages of disaster recovery proposed by Hoffman. For instance, rather than 

causing them to rethink their choice to live on the coast, Hurricane Ike actually made 

residents feel more secure insofar as ―the big one‖ was over. Ike submerged the ―one 

hundred year flood plain,‖ convincing them that a storm of this magnitude would not 

occur again in their lifetime. Overall, I agree with Lynne Crittenden‘s conclusion: as the 

tide rolls in, life goes on, just in changed ways. 
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APPENDIX: RECOVERY TIMELINE 

 

The following pages contain a timeline of recovery on the peninsula which was 

originally written and printed by Sarah Terry Standridge in her book Hurricane Ike: The 

Life Stories of the Residents of the Bolivar Peninsula, Texas. The book is a compilation 

of thirty-four stories written by residents who stayed on the peninsula during the storm. 

Because it was compiled by a resident, this timeline offers a perspective on which aspects 

of recovery were the most significant on the peninsula: 
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