IV. LEAVING ORLEANS PARISH PRISON

“We were rescued, not evacuated”’
A. Breakdowns in the Chain of Command

Having received reports about extensive flooding in New
Orleans, DOC officials became increasingly concerned about
Sheriff Gusman’s decision to not evacuate OPP.? By Monday
night, many of the buildings in OPP were filling with water
and had lost power. According to Sheriff Gusman, it was at
this point that he called DOC and requested assistance in
evacuating the prison.* Some deputies tell a different story.
According to them, the evacuation began in earnest only
after officers in charge of the OPP buildings “went over the
head of Criminal Sheriff Marlin Gusman and called Attor-
ney General Charles Foti for state reinforcements.”
According to one deputy, “[olne of the captains called Foti
and said, ‘We’re losing the battle.’ . . . They (DOC) showed
up with all the things we didn’t have: shotguns with beanbag
rounds, tasers, rubber bullets, riot gear, bulletproof shields.”®
The DOC'’s technical assistance report indicates only that
the department received a call at approximately 11:55 pm on
Monday night from the Orleans Parish Criminal Sheriff’s
Office requesting DOC assistance in evacuating OPP; the
report does not indicate that Sheriff Gusman placed the call,
or directed that it be placed.®

In Templeman III, the Watch Commanders were disor-
ganized and unable to give clear directions to their deputies.
At one point on Sunday evening, a deputy recalls receiving
“[a] lot of conflicting orders from the Watch Commanders.
The orders from our Watch Commander were to leave the
inmates where they were, and another Watch Commander
said to move the inmates to a higher floor.””

Deputy Foster reports similar confusion in the House of
Detention. “As the storm approached, [things became] chaotic.
No one gave any orders. Everyone said, ‘I think we need to do
this, I think we need to do that.” Deputies were running the jail.
...”% One deputy states: “When we got there, they hadn’t told
us anything. They kept telling us they were waiting to see what
the sheriff was going to say. No procedures, no safety precau-
tions. No evacuation plan. The sheriff shouldn’t be a head of
nothing. Anytime a man can’t even handle his employees. .. .1
been there three years and I been through a whole lot.””
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became a deputy at OPP in
IQOOZ, and | was assigned to
HOD. | showed up to work the
Sunday before the storm at noon,
six hours ahead of schedule. I'd
been told to be prepared to stay
for at least three days, so I'd
brought enough food and medi-
cine for my diabetes to last me that
amount of time. My fiancé and
family all evacuated before the
storm hit. | didn’t go with them
because I'd been told at Academy
class that if you don’t report to
work, you can be arrested for neg-
ligence of duty. My fiancé didn’t
want to me go to work, but | told
her that | took on this job knowing
the responsibilities | needed to do.
She went to the Superdome, and
my mother, niece, nephew, and
daughter went to Jackson, Missis-
sippi first, and then to Dallas.

Between noon and 6:00pm when
my shift started, | helped people
around the building getting sup-
plies and stuff. At 6:00, | went to
roll call and reported to the 8th
floor. Two deputies, including
myself, were on call for the 8th
floor that night. That floor was soli-
tary confinement, federal inmates,
and protective custody. The
inmates knew there was a storm
brewing, but they didn’t show any
emotions that they were scared at
the time. The shift went fine until
the storm hit—about 5:30am. The
transformers blew up, and we
completely lost power. | was doing
my rounds, and once the power
went off, the electronic doors to
the cells stopped working. Once
that happened, | knew we had to
go in and patrol more frequently to
make sure the inmates were safe
and secure. On some floors, the
deputies had to take leg shackles
and tie them around the cell doors
to secure them in order to prevent

the inmates from getting out.

Sometime that first night after we
lost power, my foot got injured. |
don’t know if something fell on my
foot or what. My foot was swollen
out, and by the time | was relieved
from my floor, we had no power for
the elevators to work so | had to
hobble down the stairs. | needed
help to make it down. By 7:15 am |
told my supervisor that | was
injured, but | continued working
because | felt that with that amount
of inmates and civilians in the
building, it was my duty to protect
the civilians. I'd heard reports, not
sure whether they were confirmed
or not, of rioting in other buildings,
setting floors on fire. When | heard
about that, | thought about the
women and small children in the
building, and | decided it was my
obligation to protect them from the
inmates in case one of them tried
to riot to get out.

On Day Two, | was placed in a
position to keep people from
swimming up to the building. | was
posted on the Mezzanine area,
and right above there was where
the civilians were staying. | had a
.357 revolver with regular issue
loads. No one tried to come up. |
got very minimum to eat and drink
that whole time. I'd brought my
own food with me, and that was
my main source of food. People
were getting scared, ‘cause there
was no ventilation in the building.
One deputy told people to get
down because he was going to
shoot the windows out on the
Mezzanine where the civilians were
That
scared a lot of the civilians who

to get some ventilation.

didn’t know what was going on.

When they started moving the
inmates out of the building, some
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were pepper sprayed and maced

and forced out of the building. |
didn’t have to use force with any-
one. Once we got the inmates out,
they turned their back on us
deputies. The way they treated us
after the storm, you couldn’t imag-
ine it. We really didn’t have any
more food. Tom, a former deputy
who was staying in the building,
needed oxygen and they didn’t
have any oxygen for him in the
building. The refrigeration went
down when the power went down,
so the insulin | had with me for my
diabetes went bad. | was in a lot of
pain, but | had to suck it up and
give the others comfort.

At one point | called my mother
and told her, in case | don’t make it
out, | want you to have it in the
record that we are not being
thought of. There is no food, water,
or any form of sanitation. Thank
God | have these two jars of
peanut butter and two loaves of
bread to help me survive. How can
the Sheriff’s office run out of food?
Another deputy’s husband swam
out and came back with watermel-
ons that were floating in the water.
Now, | wasn’t supposed to let him
out, but I'm not gonna stop him
from trying to get food in a state of
emergency. We had a candy
machine filled with chocolate,
chips, all forms of energy. And we
were told, “You better not break
those machines to get to the
food.” All that food could have
been used to feed people! We had
children in there with us, but we

had milk go sour sitting in the milk
machine. The helicopter came and
dropped of food enough for thirty-
three people, and we had over one
hundred people in the building. If
you had a helicopter drop off food,
you could have that helicopter take
sick people out. You were left to
think, “How you gonna do this all
on your own?” Thinking about all
this now is bringing up a lot of
mean emotions, but it’s hard. The
idea of bring forgotten about, and
not even being told “thank you.”

On the Friday after the storm, they
got me by boat and dropped me
off on a bridge. | was left on that
bridge for about an hour to fend for
myself, and then a helicopter came
and took me to the airport. No one
from the Sheriff’s office was there
to help me onto that helicopter. |
took myself on an ambulance to
Baton Rouge General Hospital for
treatment of my foot. | had two
surgeries done in Baton Rouge try-
ing to save my toe. They thought
they saved it.

| had to be flown from a small plane
to Dallas to be with my family. In
Dallas, | went to Baylor Hospital
and met with a doctor who said my
infection was too bad, that gan-
grene had set in, and we are going
to have to take that toe. Two days
after | woke up from toe amputa-
tion surgery, | received a phone call
from Bonita Pitman. “Lewis?” she
asked. “Are you planning to return
to work?” “Yes,” | told her, “when |
am well. | just had surgery, | have a



Even after the storm was over, Orleans Parish and St.
Bernard Parish officials continued to bicker over who was
responsible for the St. Bernard Parish prisoners who were
transferred to OPP prior to the storm. Discussing the three
St. Bernard Parish prisoners who managed to escape OPP,
Sheriff Gusman wrote: “The St. Bernard Parish Sheriff’s
Office maintained responsibility for the security and well-
being of these inmates. . . . They provided their own deputies
to guard their own inmates.”"! St. Bernard Parish Colonel
Richard Baumy disputed Sheriff Gusman’s account, stating:
“We sent six deputies there to assist their operation. . . . They
were under the command of New Orleans deputies. It’s their
jail, of course, so we had to operate under their supervi-
sion.”"? According to one OPP deputy who was on duty in
Templeman III throughout the storm, the St. Bernard Parish
deputies were “scared to death of their inmates. We were told
not to deal with them because if something happened we’d be
responsible. We eventually had to feed them because they
[the St. Bernard Parish deputies] wouldn’t.”®

B. The Evacuation Finally Begins

The OPP evacuation began after state DOC officers from
Angola arrived with Warden Burl Cain. The process took
over three days, and appears to have been completed at
some point on Thursday evening or early Friday. Prisoners
report that various corrections personnel rescued them by
boat, including DOC guards, OPP deputies, and national
guardsmen.

In some buildings, rescuers were unable to free prison-
ers because their cell doors could not be unlocked. In Tem-
pleman III, many of the prisoners in the first-floor B-Side
remained locked in lower-level cells while the surrounding
tiers were evacuated. One deputy explains: “The inmates
that were the easiest to move were moved first. . . . B-Side
was primarily last, because one of the Watch Commanders
misplaced the key and we had to find an alternate key.”"*
“Before the water got to my waist, we put them all on lock-
down and the scary thing about that was the cells wouldn’t
open back up,” says another Templeman III deputy.” “[S]o
we had to go in the water, open your eyes and try to open
them manually and only my Chief Bordelon and Major
Jones were able to do it. That was a big help that they were
on hand—without them, the inmates would have died
because they never taught us that.”*

Most prisoners report that they were instructed to leave all of
their belongings behind, and were told that they would still be
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t the time of the storm, | had

been in Orleans Parish Prison
for about one year. | was housed in
a ground-floor dorm (Unit B) of Tem-
pleman V. The women in our unit
stayed in open dorms with triple-
stacked bunk beds. At the time of
the storm, some women were even
sleeping on the floor because there
wasn’t enough bed space.

We found out the storm was com-
ing by watching TV, but on Sunday
the TV cut off. The phones were
already off, so after Sunday we had
no more contact with what was
going on outside. All we knew was
what the Yanks were telling us
when they came back to the dorm
after talking to the deputies. On
Sunday they were telling us that
we should pack our stuff because
deputies were about to move us.
But we never was moved. When
the deputies locked the Yanks and
us in the dorm, we didn’t know
what was happening, and we did-
n’t see the deputies for a long time.

When the power went out, it was
dark—no lights. Water backed up
from the commodes and sewer
water from the flood came under
the doors and filled up our unit to
the second bunk. We didn’t know
what was going on, and it was
hard to even know what day it
was. In our unit there were elderly
women who had trouble getting
onto the top of the third bunk to
avoid the water, and there was at
least one pregnant lady who also
had trouble. We tried to help those
women as best we could. My friend
Iris Hardeman was really sick, and
we were worried about her.

We were all trying to stick together,
praying, singing. Trying to be
strong through it all because we
didn’'t know what was going to
happen. We had no food to eat,
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You wouldn’t imagine that one person would let another
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human being go through that,

except the little bit that people had
bought from commissary, but we’'d
eaten all of that long before they
finally moved us.

When it was time to move us,
deputies came in at night with
flashlights and everyone got up. It
was completely dark, and they just
told us to get all of the stuff that we
could and bring it with us. With no
light, we couldn’t find anything, so
we just carried out our own bodies,
and we held people who couldn’t
hold themselves up.

We walked through the jail on the
ground floor from Templeman IV to
lIIl; the water was up to my chest
and | am 5°2”. It probably took half
an hour to one hour to get all of us
to Templeman Ill. When we were
walking through that water, Sheriff
Gusman was there. He was telling
us to be careful, to hold on to the
wall or the fence as we were walk-
ing. That was the only time | ever
saw him.

In Templeman Il we climbed the
stairs to a higher level, and male
deputies with flashlights were lead-
ing us up the stairs. There wasn’t
any floodwater in that dorm, but it
was dark and we couldn’t see any-
thing. The men had already set
fires in that dorm, which they did
so the guards would get them out
of there. But then they moved us in
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there instead. There were all kinds
of smoke in the air, like they just put
a fire out. We were coughing, black
stuff was coming out of our noses.
It was terrifying. At that point, the
deputies were telling us that they
were trying to contact people to
get us out of there, but they could-
n't get any help. We were there for
a few hours, until the next morning
when the sun came up and we
could see around the room. There
were blankets in the bathroom that
the men had burnt before we got
up there, and the room was all dirty
and nasty. All the chemical bottles
they use for cleaning were thrown
around. When we looked out the
window we saw how high the
water was and we wondered how
we would get out of there.

They came up to take us out of the
building and took us to Central
Lock-Up, which was filled with
water. We left Templeman Il proba-
bly at around 7 or 8am, and we
only got out of Central Lock-Up
late that night. In Central Lock-Up
there were men as well as women.
The women were still being pretty
supportive of each other, but some
men were trying to escape any
way they could and there was
shooting around us. There were
big double doors where the boats
were picking people up and we
could see outside. We stood up on
atruck to get into the boat.
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They took us to the Overpass and
told us to sit down. We were on
one side of the bridge and the men
were on the other side. There were
dogs and other officers there. The
officers used plastic cuffs to cuff
each woman to the woman next to
her. Then they told us to sit down
back-to-back with other women.

There were ice chests full of bottled
water on the bridge, and we were
asking for the water. We were so
thirsty and it was really only then
that we started to get wild, really try-
ing to get to the ice chests. They
could have given us a piece of ice or
something. Some women reached
in and that was when they maced
us and put the dogs on us. | didn’t
get to touch any of the ice. Some
civilians on the bridge were trying
to give us water too, but the officers
wouldn’t allow them to get close.
Some of them threw bottles to us
and we just tried to get a few sips.

They took off the plastic cuffs so |
could get into a boat to go to the
interstate. On the interstate they
put the cuffs back on and told us
to sit down again. They threw bot-
tles of water to us, but still no food.
| was tired and very weak. They
had people passing out at that
point. | lost sight of my friend Iris at
that point and didn’t see her again
until we got to Angola and they
were deciding where to put us.



there when they returned to the jail after the storm. Prison-
ers lost irreplaceable items such as legal paperwork and per-
sonal belongings. They also lost medications and medical
paperwork that would have helped them obtain treatment at
the facilities to which they were later sent. Ronnie Lee Mor-
gan, Jr., a federal prisoner in HOD, explains:

On Thursdqy, DOC guards came on the tier throw-
ing guns in our face. They told us to leave everything
there, because it would be there when we got back. I
tried to get my legal paperwork, but a guard pulled
his gun on me so I left it there. I lost all of my legal
work. I also lost baby pictures of my daughters, and
the storm took the pictures that their mom had. My
daughters are now 9 and 11 years old, and that
whole memory of them as babies is gone now. ™

c. Prisoners Were Held for Hours in Central
Lock-Up Before Being Evacuated by Boat

Central Lock-Up is a small building where prisoners are
brought to be booked after they are arrested. It served as a
staging area for the evacuation from OPP: hundreds of pris-
oners were moved there from other buildings, where they
remained in chest-deep water for as long as twelve or thirteen
hours. One reason prisoners waited there so long was
because the Sheriff did not have enough boats to transport
them. Early reporting indicated that the Sheriff had only five
boats to transport the nearly 7000 prisoners who were in the
facility when Katrina hit, not to mention all of the deputies,
staff members, and civilians who were invited into the facility
to ride out the storm." More recent information from the
Sheriff’s office indicates that only three boats actually were
on-hand.?” According to one high-ranking official in the Sher-
iff’s office, when one of the larger boats broke down, prison
officials “broke into an adjacent parking garage at police
headquarters so they could ‘scavenge’ car batteries for the
boat’s electric trolling motor.”™!

When they arrived in Central Lock-Up, prisoners were
“bunched together like cattle.”” The water was deep. Some
prisoners report it reached their necks. Some were too short
or too weak to stand above the water on their own. When Iris
Hardeman passed through Central Lock-Up, other women
took turns holding her up.® Another woman from Temple-
man IV reports that she carried an elderly woman on her
back from her building to Central Lock-Up:

We waded thru 4 1/2 sometimes 5 foot deep water. I
carried a 65 year old lady on my back because she
was 4 foot 9 inches and could not swim and had a
heart condition and the officers told her that if she
didn’t learn to swim quick they had a body bag with

her name on it. . . . [W]e were moved to Central



Lock Up to wade and stood in water for 9 1/2
hours. Where I stood with the 65 year old lady on
my back or in my arms we were not allowed to sit on
any desk or tables. After 5 1/2 hours my legs started
giving out so some of my friends saw me go under
water while trying to keep the old lady up and came
and held us up for 4 hours.?

One prisoner from Templeman I reports that when he arrived
in Central Lock-Up: “The water looked as if it had sat in an
outside pool for months. It smelled as if someone mixed it
with 90% diesil gasoline. I sware, the whole while I was in
that water, I feared for my life. Imagine someone 5’0 feet
moving through say about 5’3 or 5’4 feet water?”’” Another
writes, “[t]he water was literally burning my skin it was so
thick with Disel feul.”®

By the time they arrived in Central Lock-Up, many of
the prisoners had gone days without food, water, or medical
attention. Female prisoners from Templeman IV were held
alongside male prisoners in Central Lock-Up. One female
prisoner reports that when she was in Central Lock-Up, a
male inmate grabbed her leg underwater. “I screamed and
the deputies started running toward me while the other
female inmates said that theirs is a man under water. The
deputies started shooting in the water by my legs and the
male inmates which was 3 at that time got up and started
running and then the deputies start shooting over my head.”*’
Another female prisoner from Templeman describes a simi-
lar incident in which “[a] few men went under the funky
water grabbing on the women inmates.””

One prisoner from South White Street was incarcerated
for failing to meet with his probation officer. He reports that
before leaving South White Street, a guard provided the pris-
oners with plastic bags so that they could leave with their
belongings. After walking two blocks through neck-deep
water, he reached Central Lock-Up. Once there, he faced
“armed guards w/ rifels and machine guns demanding us to
remain still at that point, and to drop our belongings (which
was everthing we own, including all address and phone num-
bers to all relatives everwhere.) We dropped our bag as
instructed and proceeded to the boat. They hit some us with
the muzzel of the guns and shove some in the back.”®
Another prisoner states that in Central Lock-Up, “prisoners
were being shot with beanbags & rubber bullets & they were
only trying to get to safety.”*® “[Tlhe deputies had shotguns
shooting them over our heads at the wall and the ceiling caus-
ing sheet rock and debrie to fall on our heads and face and eye.

I was scared for my life because things were out of control.”™!

D. Reports of Deaths Inside OPP

Sheriff Gusman has consistently stated that there were no
deaths at OPP during the storm and the subsequent evacua-
tion.”> However, several deputies and many prisoners report
witnessing deaths at the jail. Speaking to a reporter shortly
after the evacuation, Deputy Luis Reyes stated: “There are
dead inmates in there still. When the guards were doing their
last sweeps there were one or two here and there. We were

not giving them any food or water.”® Deputy Deborah
Williams recalls being with juveniles during the storm. After
making her way from Louisiana to New York to be with her
daughter, Deputy Williams recounted: “It was horrible. Two
of our kids drowned, and there was nothing we could do to
help them. One of them was pregnant. There were bodies
floating by, and the soldiers kept telling us to hurry, that it
wasn'’t safe.”**

After the storm passed, Corey Stevenson was moved
from his juvenile tier in Old Parish Prison to an open dorm
that housed adults. He recalls that the man sleeping in the
bunk above him was diabetic, and he died some time after the
power went out in the building. “When it was time to move
him, I was shaking him hard—harder than normal—and he
wouldn’t get up. I put my arms around his back and pulled
him off the bed. His feet hit the floor and I was dragging him.
A US Marshall pointed a shotgun at me and said what the
hell is in your pocket. It was my mail bag. The US Marshall
told me to leave the man by the showers, so I did.”* Two pris-
oners housed in the upper tier of Templeman III (D-3) report
that an elderly prisoner passed away during the storm.*

Reports of deaths have not been limited to prisoners.
During Sheriff Gusman’s reelection campaign, his opponent
ran a television ad featuring a maintenance worker at the jail
claiming that two female deputies died of smoke inhalation
following the storm.*”

One year after the storm, no deaths at OPP have been
confirmed. It is certainly conceivable that given the chaos at
the jail deputies and employees were mistaken about having
seen dead bodies there. When asked about this possibility,
however, one prisoner responded, “[hJow could I forget it?”*
Bodies are still being found in parts of New Orleans,* and
FEMA has admitted, “it’s likely that many of the lost will not
be found.”* The Orleans Parish coroner’s office reported
recently that 49 persons found dead in Katrina’s floodwaters
remain unidentified.* Some of the prisoners for whom fugi-
tive arrest warrants were issued have not been recaptured,
and the only evidence of their “escape” from OPP may well
be that they did not show up at DOC facilities in the weeks
after the storm. Several groups and individuals have gener-
ated lists to identify any prisoners who may have died at OPP
during the storm or while in transit to state facilities, but
those lists will never be complete, because there does not
appear to be an entirely accurate list of all of the individuals
who were detained in OPP at the time of the storm.



