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History is being flooded, too

Slave records, jazz archives, Jefferson Davis’ mansion: Hurricane Katrina has put them all in peril.

By Rebecca Trazsteg

‘:ep* 10,2665 ¢ On Tf_msc’“f Sept. 8., Shelly Henley Kelly, the immediate past president of the
s v of & Vst Archivists composed a ietter to the editors of maior newspapers.

"Imagine that Washiogton D.C. is strack by a CAT 5 hwricane and the National Archives has been
damaged and/or flooded.” Kelly, an archivist at the University of Houston-Clear Lake, wrote,
"Archivisis and conservators are frained 1o have a disaster response/disaster recovery plan. They will
get in and begin the massive efforf 1o reciazm the damaged documents... But what happens when the
archivist is prevented from returning to the repository? How long can the many important
documents, photographs, sound recordings docurpenting our nation's history and culture sit alone
un-airconditioned. possibly wet, before they rot bevond any hope for recovery?”

This, Kelly argued in her letier, is preciseiy w%zaz has been happening for nearly two weeks in New
Orieans cultural and historical repositories. "More than fen days afier what will probably become the

greatest natural disaster in the United Siates... archivists have \{}T BEEN ALLOWED into their
collections -- not for a day, an afternoon. even an hour,” read the letter. If these collections are
ignored, wrote Kelly, "they will soon be unrecoverable... New &Eearx a citv so rich in history, may
5001 become g city with nc} history.”

Y
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It's a terrifying prospect, and one that grows more real every day. As the human costs of Hurricane
Katrina mount, so 100 do the possibie historical, cultural, and intellectual losses. Some attention has
been paid to the conditions at the New Orleans Art Museum, the region’s zoos and aguariums, its
hobbled architectural landscape. But what about New Orleans' delicate and vital documentary
history, the papers and books that tell us how the country was built, and who s citizens were: who
they married, to whom they were born, and in many cases, to whom they were sold.

Papers -- britile, ancient, susceptible to mold, mildew and complete disiniegration -- have been
sitting in the toxic fug of ﬂoad»?avaged New Orleans for two weeks. For many curaters, initial fears
that water might enter through blown-out windows gave way to panic about the stew that was surely
drowning basement archives, which in turn gave way to anxiety about dangerously muggy
conditions. For two weeks archivists and preservationists have batted messages back and forth online
-- trading in rumor and sateiiite photos o try to guess which repoaztorzes got flooded and which
s‘ia}'ed dry. This week, while good news emerged about 1mper1iud collections that escaped ﬁood!ng

also became clear that the risks to the miles of paper that provide a one-of-a-kind story of the
Uniteé States are far from over.

Their collections abandoned and valnerable to looting and humidity and fire, preservationists are
worried -- and we should be too ~ that among the many casuaities of Hurricane Katrina and its
aftermath will be portions of one of the nation's richest histories.

"There's a little bit of desperation coming out,” said Brenda Gunn, current president of the Society of
Southwest Archivists, which set up a message beard to track information about the condition of the
region's archives. "No one's getting in; assessments aren't being made; the clock is ticking for these
collections and records.” Of course, said Gunn, "the first priority is rescuing people and saving lives.
But we also need to address some of the important cultural issues.” Gunn wrote a letter to Louisiana
Governor Kathleen Babineaux Blanco on Thursday Sept 8, "appealing ... for assistance in allowing
representatives from New Orleans archival institutions back into the city." Access and assessment,
Gunn pleaded with the governor, "is the only way o avoid a cultural catastrophe.”

Desperate archivisis. Desperate curators and librarians and preservationists, seme of whom told me.
off the record, that they would be willing to arm themselves to get back into the city to try fo save
their collections. It may sound funny, but it's far from amusing. "Quite honestly I'd probably faint
dead away if even a single 'leader’ thought for one second that there are archival repositories that
need immediate disaster recovery efforts.” wrote Shelly Kelly in an e-mail, noting that she wouldn't
blame them, given the ongoing search and rescue missions. But she said, if anv civilians are being
aliowed into the city to view their places of business, "then we must start immediately with the ones
that house the IRREPLACEABLE historical and cultural heritage.”

New Orleans is home o a vast collection of archival material. Major repositories include the Special
Collections departments &t ?u;am University and the University of New Orleans, the Notarial
Archives, Jazz archives. The Historic New Ovlcans Uolleetion, the ity records stored in the
basement of the New Orleans Public Library, the Azchdaocese s comprehensive regional records, and
the Amistegd Research Center's collection of African American history. Among the documents at
stakc are hundreds of vears worth of mortgages, real-estate records, marriage, birth and death
certificates, manumissions, and slave sale records, dating back to New Orleans' time as a French and
Spanish colony. There is o gimi documentation of the Louisiana Purchase and the Battle of New
Orleans, Confederate veterans’ handwritien remembrances, city planning documents, the histories of
Mard: Gras and Jozz Fest. And that doesn't even take into account the various coliections of non-
regional materials -- from rare science fiction and gay and leshian collections to Amistad's
collections from the Harlem Renaissance. Who knows what damage has been done 1o the leiters,
diarigs, records. and book collections housed in private homes?

Last weekend, archivisis atternpied o get back info the Nowrial Archives, a one-oi-a-kind coliscrion

%
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of ever 40 million pages of signed acts compiled by New Orleans notaries dating back to 1699,
Some of the archives were in the old Amoco building in the French Quarter, while others were in the
’oasemem of the czv__ courts building. The archivists were blocked by Federal Troops. The story was
v the Limes-Uicavune, perhaps spurring guards to finally allow the curators inte the

'E ue sd&\ September 6, along with representatives from Munters, a Swedish disaster
recovery ﬁrﬂﬂ

Reports from Notarial Archives were encouraging. Curator Ann Wakefield posted to the SSA
message board that the archive's research center, on the third floor of the Amoco building, had
sustained minimal damage, though the civil courts building had taken in some water. On Sept. 8,
Wakefield reportec that Munters had pumped out the Civil District Courthouse office, and that “The
plans are to remove all records from the courthouse location tomorrow." As for the Amoco bu if(ﬁ‘?&,
Wakefield wrote, "The most cost-effective thing we can do to stabilize the research center is to block

up the broken windows and pumyp air conditioning in, [t is stiil uncertain whether this can be
accomplishad.”

Other archivisis were feeling refatively lucky as weli, though anxious about gaining access. Brenda
Square heads the Amistad Research Center. wiich houses the records of the American Missionary
Association, the first abolitionist missionary society in the United States, and contains art,
photographs, and over 15 million documents charting African American history. Reached by phone,
Square said, "Fortunately, the news has been good. We have vet to get in to evaluate our collection.
But our building, which is on the Tulane campus, did not get any water.” Square noted that she had
been as prepared as possible, and had spent recent years "monitoring information which indicated the
high probabiiities of high water levels [in the case of flooding]. So over the last five vears we've
moved valuable things up fo higher levels.” That said, Square continued, "We will feel so much
better when we're able 10 go into buildings and evaluate the situations.”

Sqguare added that, "The collections in New Orleans are very important to the nation. This ¢ity 1s
older than America itself. If we want to look at multiculturalism, then New Orleans is the starting
point.”

Things also looked positive for the Tulane Special Cellections department, the oldest and largest
historical research center in the city, though attempts by Salon to reach the collection's curators were
unsuccessful. Susan Tucker, curator of Books and Records at the Newcomb Archives at Tulane, was
reacned by phone in Alabama. Tucker had posted a message suggesting that busloads of archivisis
from different institutions go into the city o "begin to consider recovery.” As of press time, no such
hus had been allowed inside city limits. By phone, Tucker said that she was confident that many of
ier materials, housed separately from the hbmr} s main cellection, escaped floodwaters, But she
expressed conecern over off-site storage shared with Amistad, located in an area that she hada't even
neard reports about vet.

Eariy Internet rumors suggested that the exinbiis at the Historic New Orleans Collection -~ including
recent show on the 1815 Battle of New Orieans -- were taken down the weekend before the storm
1111 and moved to a higher floor. The HNOU s collection includes everything from legal documents

diaries to thealer programs and sheet music, pamphlets and books about colonial Louisiana, the
Louistana Purchase, the Civil War, Mississi p?;* River life, and Mardi Gras. On Saturday Sept. 10, 2
Web post mfcrmeu archivists that state troopers had allowed HNOUC senior staff inside the building.
where they were "able {0 move some prionty collections off site as a precaution,” but that "generally
all is well”

Two coliections that had mos: archivists reached by Salon panicked were the ¢ity records housed in
the basement of the Public Library, and the Special Collections at the Uz‘-ix-‘erci%:v of New Orieans,
located in an area of the city that was compleiely flooded out. On the message boards, there was littie
news, and satellite photos seemed to show the main iibrary building completely surrounded by flood

N3
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waters. By press time, there was still no news on UNC,

But on Friday came word from Irene Walnwright, Assistant Archivist at the Loulsiana Division/Clty
Archives at the New Orleans Public Library {(NOPL}. Wainwright sent a message to the Miamj of
{hio Archives listsery that began. "New Orleans Public Library is delighted to be able to armounce
that the New Origans City Archives, which we hoid, is relatively safe. Although the majority of cur
records {as weil as the 19th and early 28th century records of the Orleans Parish civil and criminal
couris) are housed in the basement of the Main Library, some 18 feet below sea level, the basement
remained essentially dry." Wainwright and archivist Wayne Everard gained access to the building on
Thursday, along with a Munters representative. "We discovered that the basement sustained NC
FLOODING,” wrote Wainwright, Wainwright's e-matl summarnized other damage to the Main
Library {minimal} and the NOPL system. "Probably about half of our 11 branch libraries are under
water,” she wrote. "But these we can {and will} rebuild. The fact that the archives have survived
leaves us almost delirious with reliefl” Wainwnight concluded, "We are unbelievably hucky, and I
think I now believe in miracles...”

It's great news. But it's also early news. And the hot, wet conditions in New Orleans, combined with
the lack of access mean that there are inore risks -- and more careful evaluations -- ahead. In several
cases, there were conflicting reports. Beauvoir, the Mississippt home and presidential library of
{Confederate President Jefferson Davis at first appeared to have fared badly. Significant damage was
done to the main residence, and early reports indicated that two outbuildings -~ including a free-
standing library containing Davis's papers -- were obliterated. With experts scattered, and eyewitness
accounts hard to come by, questions remained as to whether those papers had been removed from the
vulnerable iibrary before the storm.

And while word from the Museum of Art. where employees had weathered the storm, and in deing
so helped to save the art collection before being told to leave by armed National Guards on Friday
Sept 2, was great, there were big question marks about other cultural institutions like the D-Day
Museum, the Confederate Museum and the Waiter Anderson Museum in Ocean Springs. The Hogan
Jazz Archive at Tulane appeared to be safe. But a casino riverboat had crushed the Frank Gehry-
designed Ohr-O'Keefe Museum of Art in Biloxi, destroving an African-American arts coilection.
The Old Capitol Museum in Mississippi, it was reported in the Clarion Ledger, had its roof "peeled
hack like a banana,"” allowing water to siream in on its collection of clothing, paintings. swords and
furniture.

And even those collections of paper that escaped the disintegrating effects of flood waters now sif,
without temperature control, in humid conditions that create a scary breeding ground for mold --
preservationists' arch enemy.

"The big issue at this point is being able 1o gt in and do ab assessment and freeze materials.” said
Gregor Trinkaus-Randall. g preservation specialist at the Massachusetts Board of Library
Commissioners, and chair of the preservation section of the Socinty of Anmgrican Archivists who
noted that he and his fellow archivists had been in New Orleans a week prior to the hurricane for the
annual SAA meeting. "I can tefl you what the temperature and humidity is like down there right now
and with the incredible amount of water that's there, vou have a 48-hour window before moid begins
10 grow.”

Bruce Turner, head of Special Collections at the University of Louisiana at Lafayette, was also
concerned about the nossible mold damage. He expiained that mold "actually eats into the papers.”
He said that the speed of destruction depended on the type of mold and the type of paper, but that
“ultimately this is botanical growth and if it's not treated it can eventually simply eat the paper
away.” in addition, there's the fact that {or some people. the mold can be toxic, making preservation
atternpts increasingly costly and dangerous the longer they go untended to.
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That's where Munters, and other salvage compsznies, come in.

Lauren Reid, the vice president and ges*e*"{f‘ manager for Munters, the Stockholm-based restoration
company, said, "Everything from records for records managers to one-cf-a-kind types of things have
been impacted” by Kairina and its aftermath. "The key is to get archival records or books stabilized
and info & neutral environment.” A neuiral environment means a freezer. "That's the first thing
you've got to do.” said Reid. "It stops any deterioration of the documents and puts them into a state
where no moid wiil develop. This is first and foremest. Once you get the documents frozen it gives
vou some time.” Reid said for smalier collections, a small chest freezer could be brought in, but for
the larger archives, freezer trailers on the back of semis wiil have te be brought into the ¢ity, and of
course, there will need e be power o run them.

Reid was comparatively ;poea? about the possibilities for document recovery, pointing out that posb
9/11. "people are much more in tune to disaster planning. They are much better prepared. They don't
put documents and books in bottom shelves. They look at their faciiities with far more of a smart
approach.”

But that doesn't put al! the fears about the documentary treasures of New Orleans to rest. More than
one archivist spoke to Salon about fears for their coliections and later cailed back to plead that we
not publish the remarks, lest it become clear that a group of important and valuable items were
sitting unguarded. uncared for, waiting for aryone o come along and steal them.

But will the government -- on federal, statc, or local levels - allow experts to get in to protect and
care for the historical record? How can we not consider that much of what makes New Orleans'
history unique is that it is a city where Europearn, African, and Caribbean cultures have cohabited
like no place else in the U.85.7 And then there is its pivotal role in the slave trade, a part of history
that some Americans are all too eager to forget. It's hard to imagine, were there fo be a natural
disaster in Boston or Philadelphia, officials faiiing to prioritize the preservation of our Puritan and
Quaker histories. But records of the Africans who were imported through the port of New Orleans
and sold up the Mississippi River? Perhaps it's too easy to conceive of an unconscious desire o let
that history -- so fundamental to the country, but s¢ ugly that we've always tried to keep if hidden --
literally rot.

Sarah Canby Jackson, an archivist for the Harns Country Archives in Housten, Texas, who has

offered space to collections that need it, said by phone, "My concern as an archivist is that cultural
materials have such a low priority. No one’s arguing about saving lives, no one's saying let's go in
and save our manuscripts before we puil neopie out of the water," she clarified. "But people do not
understand the vaiue of these records. They provide the entire basis of this country and New
Orleans... People think 'Oh, so you lose the papers of some writer or something. But that's not what
this means. This is vour heritage. It's everything that makes you who you are.”

"New Orleans has perhaps the richest documentary history of anywhere in the U.S.." said Robert de
Berardinis, a genealogist, He argued that this was in part because French and Spanish record-keeping
systems "bordered on the compulsive,” and in parf because freed slaves were allowed to live
alongside white Louisianans defore the Civii War. "As a result you have a situation there where the
recorde of peonle of color prior to the Tivil War were kept by the churches and in the property
records,” he said, adding, "This is a crying shame.” He predicted that the aeneziogzhaﬁ projecis o
people who trace their r0ots back through New OUrleans w;zi be hurt by this.”

But the paper sifuation Is ot simply about history. Some of the concerns of archivists and recora-
Keepers gre very much aboul the present and future. A Times-Picayune story last week revealed the
rossible Inss of thousands of real estate records -- including titles, mortgages, and liens dating back
w 1827 stored in the New Orieans City Hall basement. if those records are stewing, that nmeans not
only a foss of historical documentation; but that people will have trouble deciding who owns what --

uly
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&
right now.

The Picayune also quoted a2 New Orleans law professor who claimed that thousands of lawyers may
have lost parts of their filings, including documents crucial to criminal cases. And on Friday Sept 2
Chive Stafford Smith, g co-founder of the Louisiana Crisis Assistance Centar, wrote in the Guardian
about how damage to records could hobble the fight 1o represent those facing the death penalty. “The
ground floor of [LCAC] was the storage arca: boxes and boxes of papers... most a potential life raft
for the living,” wrote Smith, "In 2603, it took one single document identifying the true killer o
rescue Dan Bright afler nine years' wrongful conviction. The DNA test results that freed Ryan
Matthews from death row are probably disintegrating into muich. along with his chances of
receiving compensation.”

[¥'s also not lost on those who pay atiention o preservation that they are living through world-
changing history right now. Brent Hightower, the only archivist at the Times-Picayune after the
hurricane, posted a notice on message boards looking for preservation materials. "The first priority,"
said Hightower by phone, "is my friends and coworkers who are taking pictures and writing stories,
making sure their stuff is backed up and not lost.” Hightower said he is making every effort to
"preserve a hisiorical record” of the current events, as well as preserving paper copies of current
newspapers. He said he's also trying to keep contiguous microfilm records and hard copy records.
"I've looked at those records from Betsy in 1965 so many times," said Hightower. "It would destroy
me if I couidn't figure out a way to provide that for future generations.”

About the writer
Rebecca Traister is a staff writer for
Salon Life.
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Office of The Mavor, Bob Harvey

Ray Nagin

Mayor

New Orleans

New Orieans City Hali
1300 Perdido S2

New Crieans

LA 70112USA

September 5 2003
Dear Mayor

I am writing to express my support in what is an absolutely tragic time for the
citizens of New Orieans.

Obviously we are receiving an enormous amount of coverage about Hurricane
Katrina and her devastating aftermath and | can oniy begin to imagine the
extent of the horror.

However it does seem, despite the Bush administration’s much reported “siow
reaction” to the disaster, you are handling the situation and we can only hope
the ocverwhelming state of affairs improves as quickly as possible.

{n behalf of my Councii and the City of Waitakere, you have our deepest
sympathies. Cur thoughts are with you.

e
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RO\BER? A
MAYOR
WAITAKERE CITY

Jaitaxers ey
New Zegland 111 ?



By Nige! Cox
Hellp, {18 great to be hore — thnugh, my mother did talf me, "Never folfow Bilf Marnhire”

The other thing is, #'s strange lo be giving s address now, with the sleciion only a week
away. "New Zealand as | find 7 somehow we've all had rather foc much of that in recent
weeks. | can’t help being afraid that at any momeni Sean Plunkett will burst in with, "Answer
the guestion, Mr Cox. Yes or No?” When | started thinking about what | was going fo say
fonight, afl of that was many months away.

Anyway, over the fop ~ hisre we go!
Before { Went Biind.

So where do you start: Winston Pelers? | don't think sc — but, coming back, your eyes falf on
such things and you think: You, stili alivel | want him gone by lunchiime. The inner groan
when you see that Judy Bailey is siill reading the news. And such news! That's the news?
Surely New Zealand is af ifs worst in the run up to an election,

But you're pleased fo be back. Thatl's what you keep telfing yourself — you've thrown the dice,
there’s no furning back, so, of course you're pleased to be back. But in fact you are. For the
first couple of weeks { walked around with a big dopey grin on my face, loving everything.
Fish ‘n chips in the rain under a Norfolk Pine at Mission Bay: magic. The wine! The food! For
five years we had the pick of European food and wine, and what we have here, I'll take it any
time. And so cheap! And so good! Of course, for the first few weeks back after five years,
wine with fancy food in the company of old friends is what takes up most of your day. Not foo
much wrong with that. [Pats fat stomach] And all the no-brainer stuff: the All Blacks with a
decent scrum. Everyone speaking Englishi it’s iike a refurn to real life.

And that's the problem. You can fee! real life setiling in, real thoughts, and, although you
don’'t want to, you can't help noticing a few things. Where lo stanf?

In Germany, maybe. As Murray said, | was there for five years, with my wife and our two kids
~ i fact we came home with three — working on the Jewish Museum Beriin. Now that
museum is a whole other fopic and ! don’t propose fo go there tonight, but what it meant was
that unlike other countries { have spent time in — drinking their wine, ealing their food, it's
amazing how those two ifems loom sc large — that job meant | reaily did go in fo German
sociely; or at ieast some way in. { jook at myself now with a Kiwi eye and | think, So are you
more serious? Are you less flexibie? — or is that just age? Are you taking yourself more
seriously? Or is that just hubris? The casuainess of New Zealand, this is nof a big feature of
everyday iife in Germany.

i¥’s one of the big things which strike you here, this casualness. | want to stait now on g long
siow circle into the mmiddie of what | have o say tonight and out at the edge as ! start what |
get is the grecting from the heavyweight Maori guy who inspects my passport af
immigration: “Greatf io have you back, fella. Welcome home.” After cops with machine guns,
you've gofta iove thal. The bioke gefting you info lnes for Customs clearance: "Look
sverybody, we're a bit sverivaded here, everyons just go over info those two outbound lanes,
would you — just ignore the markings on the fioor” lgnoning markings! ~ never in Germany,
Bruce.




Then you step oulside, and everything is so open - the skies, for one. in Beriin there's
always a building rising nght in front of your face, there's no horizon, no distance. | can't telf
the freshiness of the airl After a year in Berin my nose was like a chimney that needed &
sweep, and it stayed like that for the nexit four vears. I'd beesn back a week when | noticed
that it was getling better. It's alf the exhaust emissions efc in the air, and in fact there’s no
wind in Beriin to biow i away — weli, nothing that we'd call a wind. It did biow a bit one day
and all the dead branches came down off the irees, killing seven people and closing the
roads for days.

Okay, quickly now on the weather #'s fo0 soon for me to be missing the way the ssasons
are arficufated in Europe but | know [ will. it's not so much the snow — though | did love the
way that white blanket smoothed everything back to elemental shapes. if's the changes -
the way you can so strongly sense the worid turning, and your life going through its seasons.
Makes you more reflective. Somehow instead of seasons, what we have here is weather.

And whal’s that weather like? Weil we don't realfy notice. In New Zealand we ars
increasingly of the idea that the weather should be constantly warm and permissive of
outdoor leisure activities, and any weather that's not is somehow an aberration, an insulf to
our idea of our lives. Accordingly we wear warm weather gear no matter what. To see
people in Courtenay Place Wellington during a scuthetly in a T-shirt or shorts is to remember
what Joc Phillips said, in this case about New Zealand men: that the cufture of not giving
expression to pain has become a culture of not giving expression full stop.

Just to do a little fruck-stop here on clothes, the unbelievable casuainess of the ciothes New
Zealanders wear is one of those things that poke your eye ouf, right up there with the
popcorn quality of the TV news — TV in general, actually — and the obsession with violence
{more on this later). Peter Jackson on set reminds me of Les Murray’'s poem, The Dream of
Wearing Shorts Forever. Guys wearing fo work the jersey they used to wipe the dipstick.
Jandals at the dinner party, the lawn-mowing trousers.. At the same fime, New Zealanders
have become a lof more conscious of style. Travel back with me if you will to my boyvhood in
the Masterfon of the 19580s {piease, ief’'s don’t stay there oo long): what | can see walking
down Queen Sireet is the dagqy, the saggy, the raggy and the self-rolled tobaccy. Not foo
have one eve cut for that TV camera that might just suddenly put a frame around them and
make their day. S0 the siyie is, be casual, but with streets of cool,

When you foox pause and fook around at the skies here, one of the things you see
everywhere is wires. Black fines culting the open intc pieces — telephone wires, power lines,
looping, sagging, making cobwebs. Doesn't anyone care whal things fogk fike? The
Germans have been gefling rid of poweriings for years. And signs. Cur cities are thickets of
signs. The whole ceounitry has gone berserk o marketing itself. Every little Lofto outlet and
hee! bar has a brand and a lagiine and they just have to get §# poked right info vour eve.
Doesn’t anyone wanl the cifies {o breathe a ltHe? Oh, that's right: our cities are for
commerce, not for people. And ail that marketing competes with another calegory of signs,
vaou know the ones, which read, “In case your eve catches this sign instead of the thing right
it front of you, these ars stairs, which means you have to Hiff up your fest or else you'll have
a nasty accident.” Doh. if we didr’t have sc many of these signs mavbe we'd ses the stairs
better?

The wires-in-the-sky thing extends 1o pyvions — 30 we're really going fo have pylons marching
across alf cur paddocks? 1s there nis money i this cournlry for beauty?



Or do we think we have so much of it down south that up here, where most of us live, we
don't have to care? And wind turbines. In fact | think wind turbines are relatively interesting-
looking, and I'm all for eco-friendly sources of power. But has anyone focked at what's
happening in Germany? Thers, they've had serious investment in wind power for over
twenly vears — thanks io significant government subsidies, many farmers erected big
propeliers on their land and sold the power {o the national grid. You see them, stately forests
of them, seeming to cartwheel across the horizon, when vou take a train journey. They're
infrusive, yes, buf not ugly. Nevertheless ... Just recently the Germans have concluded that
the propeifers are not an economic source of power, and are going to abandon them — just
as we are about io invest heavily in this area. And Germany is a country with an infinitely
greater commitment o ecological sustainabilily than us — is anyone paying attention?

Of course the eco-commitment of the Germans can get fedious. To get rid of your rubbish
you need io sort it info at least five ypes, each of which must go into precisely the right bin
down in the courtyard. These bins are used communally and when you move intoc a new
apartment biock you are given comprehensive instruction on how fo divide and deposit your
stuff — it's detailed in your lease, for godssake — and woe betide if you get it wrong —
phalanxes will arrive to sef you straight. Colour-code your empties into the comrect white,
brown or green bin or face a good dressing down. if you buy a take-out botlle of beer, pay a
fifty cent surcharge for each bottle, for which you're given a receipt, so that, as long as
you've kept if, and the bottle, you can get a refund when you take them back: fo that exact
store. If you buy it here and drink it there, tough — you lose. When you move out of your
apartment, take it back to the bare white wails you started out with — the exact shade of
white, naturally, which is also specified in your lease. No gquestion that any improvements
you might have made would be worth keeping — everything must go. /s that smart? When we
feft Berlin | spent four days unbolting a massive mezzanine floor that was so big and solid
you couid have jlanded the space shutlie on it — and the next tenants were planning to put it
up again. Remove the light fittings, fili the screw-holes, and leave only bare wires. Remove
the sink bench, ieave only the outflow pipe. Now, what do you do with the sink bench, which
was custom-built and won'’t fit anywhere eise. Weli, there's no markef for it — actually, there’s
more or l8ss no market for any second-hand stuff. | quess i's because for the last hundred
years or so Germany has been so incredibly wealthy. Maybe that's about to change -
unempioyment is way up and rising steadily; economic growth is non-existent, Buf, for now,
whai you do is get vour friend with a van fo come round and take it to an wrban recycling
cenire. it's what Berfin has instead of a dump. My first visit to one of these amazed me. For &
starf, it's so clean you could hold a picnic in the middie of it. No sieli, none whatsocever. it is
simply another urban facility standing cheek-hy-jow! with crowded apartment blocks and
shops., Men in bright, clean overalls direct you where {o put everything (they are all men, i£'s
men in charge in Germany. When Heien Clark visited the Jewish Museuwn, all my colleagues
said, "Your prime minister is a woman?” Angela Merkel who very likely will be Germany’s
next PM, faces hated from the men in her party who resent being told what to do by &
woman. Never happen here, would if. j Back to the recyoling cenire: everything is divided inio
shipping confainers, which, when fuli, are shipped off for use as raw materials. Neat, clean,
seif-serviced. Bui if does fesl a bii counter-intuitive. You want fo get rid of your perfectly
good Oid desk, so you break it down at the recycling centre, using the crowbars they provide,
into spiinfers, for wood pulp — is thal necessarily a good idea? Your ofd chalr, which isn't
good for recycling, is dragged away somewhere and crushed. Unless it's an antique, hargly
anything is ever used again. All the oid iridges, washing machines, dryers, in a container for
scrap metel it doss make you wonder.




But there's no guestion: German ecological practice makes this country look like a cowboy
oulfit where anything goes. We met a German eco-freak who, during Ronald Regan's "star
wars” era and terrified that Europe would get caught up in a nuciear war, emigrated to New
Zealand because it was, he figured, the cleanest greenest, furthest-away place he couid
think o}, And he was shocked by what he found here. He stayed as long as he could bear i,
but the state of the rivers, the way we think about land use, the dumping of fertilizers, the
way we build things: # was just too hideous, and he faced his fears and went back. In fact
many Germans spoke to me about this: New Zealand does not care enough for itself. For a
couniry that says it’s clean-and-green, that sells those qualities, we're not trying hard enough.
After Bving in Germany, s difficult not to think: the only reason New Zealand is as clean and
green as it is because we have a smafl population.

Lock: This is where we five. We're so lucky ~ we don’t have acid rain dropping in from the
primitive economies across the border. We don't have a thousand years of manufacturing as
an inhertance. Sc what are we thinking about?

i suppose that's where, circling, circfing, | start o bear down what is at the centre of what,
after five years, | find in this country.

i mean, { love it here. | can't tefl you how | maundered on about New Zealand to my poor
cofleagues at the Jewish Museum. | explained our recent history — they all know what the
Treaty is, they were sick of hearing about ocur extraordinary founding document. | was like a
one~-man promotional campaign, { couldn’t stop myself. | ignored their glazed fooks, | jus?
kept on singing. it was a kind of homesickness, | think, and maybe an anxiety that the place
wasn't really as good as | made ouf. Pride — nationai pride, it's such a spooky business. The
Germans by and farge don't have it. They are hugely conscious of where national pride once
gof them. They ail exit Germany, constantly — not like us, because we have to see the worid,
but because they want fo escape their own country. They're huge lfravellers, you know.
Though when you hint that they might come down here for a visit they alf say, "Such a fong
way!” New Zealand for most Germans is a paradise they would iove to visit...but won't. |
kept plugging away with the boosterism — despite which, the Jewish Museum offered me a
permanent contract. 8o, you sse, we could have stayed in Germany. We chgse fo come
home.

And it's as though, having done that, somehow you end up hoiding your own couniry o
account. i committed myself,” you say. “so you better deliver.” it's unfair, reaily. What pari,
feli me, of the modern world reaily measures up? The problem is, when i doesn’, then you
feei: Okay, then | don't have fo either.

Afier a few weeks, as {ve said, varicus things staried fo come o the sutface. The visugl
clutter; the casuainess — which, in the main, | see as a huge positive; the obsession with
superficial style; the indifference fo beauty.

Alf done too with great confidence. Coniidence, now there's a thing. The magazines, Melro,
Next, Pavement, various magazines | found on coffee fables, had pictures of us, the New
Zealanders, shotf from beiow, gazing confidently into the middie distance. 4 gas station
attendant with a good tan — what a hero. A king of business — fook at the guy. Look at those
haircuis powering their way slong Lambion Quay. Yep, there's real confidence here these
days. s ag though we've come through. Come through whal? | guess that would be
Rogemomics — we ook the pain and suddenly here we are, out on the cother side, and
thriving, And why not? s good (o be sonfident, i's good 15 iove vour couniny.




Bui, magazines ~ whalever happened o New Cutiook? New Republic? Quote Unquote?
They're gone. Ckay, magazines do come and go, that's their nature — but what's replaced
them? Styie bibles, full of hercic poriraits, full of flattery. Where's The Listener as it used o
Le? Metro as it used io be? Does no-one want that kind of sericus consideration of the
counlry any mora? My most recent novel, published sarlier this vear, received, in lotal, about
half as many reviews as my first one, published twenty years satlier — because the book
review spaces dom't exist any more. The reviews for the new book were very positive — buf,
actuaily, trivial, essentially fluff. | mean: posiiive, 'l take it! But what's going on hers?

Within a few weeks of being back 1 heard three imes in varicus media broadcasts peopic
saying, "You're not rying to gel inte ihal oid ‘national identity’ crap are you? ... “Alf that nave!
gazing about naticnal identity” ... "the national identity discussion is such old hat” | found
this hard to beileve. Okay, the ifteral phrase "national identity” has probably done its dash.
But ali over the world peopie are debating the idea of their nation — in France, in Germany, in
the States. The whole world has, since September 11" had some hugely fundamentai
guestions thrown at if: can we live with one ancther? Can we keep living like this? Surely the
discussion about who we are, about what the essential, it-must-not-be-lost quality of this
country is = that's a discussion which, one way or another, has fo go on forever. But, coming
back, | pick up a great refuctance 1o talk seriousiy about these things, tc consider who we
are, where we're going. The only quesiion everyone seems happy fo address is, Is it good
for business?

Where are we, Swilzerland?

Because that's what I'm gefting. That this is a natfion obsessed alf over again with material
satisfaction; that anyone who wants 1o discuss things in any context except, “What wilf it do
to the sharemarket?” is just causing troubie —~ “Come on, wanker, gel your boat shoes on,
get down to the {oaded Hog.” You know, it’s like a refurn fo the nineteen fifties. We're alright.
We're salisfied. We got what we wanted. Everything’s okay. Don't frighten the horses.

Of course there are things that people mention. The viclence. I's hard to gef gaaod figures for
comparison but it seems that Germany has about as many murders, per capita, as New
Zealand. Buf yvou'd never inow hal from the news. The same is true of violent crime.
There’s an obsession aboul these subjects in this country — but no commifment to
discussing why that might be. A friend remarked recently that this was “a country full of
rage.” is it true? Why? Sure, the media kick things around — but always in the context of
who's the winner and who's the ioser — the big concern is on, who lost face. Politics in
particufar. Never focusing on, Where is this faking us? What are we becoming? The public
fransport systems: the clear message ihey give vou here is, “if you can't fravel by car you're
just shit and that’s how you'll be frealed” On the bus o work each day, | car’t sit down
properly because {'m too fong from hip (o thigh for the moulded piastic seais. But Pm not that
fafi. Who says cur buses shouid be so squashy, s¢ noisy, so ferky, so #-it? [s i because
public transport sn't the siviish way o go, 50 I's okay 1o default (o ike-it-or-lump-it? German
buses, compared, are like fimousineg fuxury. Everybody hates owr public transport but does
anyvhody have anything fo say except, “That's what the marketf diciates”? | don't mean, just
moan, | don't mean, find out who is fo biame. | mean: ask aurselves: Is this who we are? The
media: everyone bellyaches about #, but then we tune in just ihe same.

The news: there's Judy saying, "Today the fig lea? of polifical respeciability was torn from the
bleeding body of Rodney Hyde, who was exposed as having sold his principles down the
drain whern he dot dot dot.” lsiv't she irying io say, "Today the Act party changed one of /s
policies”™? After five years of listening fo the BBC World Service, the language of the news
here is just astonishing 1o me — a8 though #'8 being tabisid-ized for & tabloid nation.



On the cuitural scens, thers's a powerfli sense that there's a rich cultural life, that terrific
work is being produced, and lofs of if, some amazing stuff — the “Small World, Big Town”
show, for instance, at the City Gallery in Weilington is fuli of art that is at least as exciting as

nything 1 saw in Berlin galleries — but does anyone care? Somekhow, #'s work in which
there’s nothing essential at stake. The nation has found a way fo consume culture without
being affected by #. And the practitioners fesl that, and turn their faces towards each other,
sach looking in towards the “higher ground” of aestheticism, fowards “those who know.” The
cultural scene is segmented, the {erary aris cut off from the visual, architecture cut off from
theatre — and afi of if cut off from “real iife”

isii this is what people used o say about New Zealand way back? Aren't these the clichés |
grew up with in the nineteen fifties? But maybe they're coming back to bite us.

Or was i that they never went away and we just forgot about them? It's only & few weeks
since his death, but the passing of David Lange really gave me pause. | can’t help remember
that time, that first year when he came lo power and, even though our economy was on its
knees, we found ourselves. Remember the excitement of us going nuclear-free. Of having a
prime minister who could make us laugh. New Zealanders laughing — that was a real break-
through. New Zealanders who could really tatk — Kim Hill, Derek Fox, Bill Manhire, suddenly
that's what New Zeaianders were, interesting talkers. That same year Keri Hulme won the
Booker and soon after Lauris Edmond and Dinah Hawken won Commonwealth Writers
Prizes for poetry — we all read those books and everyone was talking about them. An Anget
At My Table — first the books and then the wonderfid movie. The Treaty settlement process
was faunched. The rugby tour to South Africa had been stopped. There was a sense that we
were going somewhere. The Rainbow Warrior went down — suddenly we were worth
attacking — and we had a heightened sense of who we were. In 1991 | had lunch in Paris
with Judith Trofter, who at that point had been our ambassador for four years; she said, “This
nuclear free nonsense, New Zealanders have no idea of what it's costing us.” And | got on
my high horse. ‘i think you've been away foc fong,” | said. *f think New Zealanders know the
price and they've decided they're prepared tc pay.”

That’s the thing i ask myself, now: is there any price we prepared to pay, for anything? What
are we prepared to forge, in the interesis of "something better’? Tax cuts?

interesting when you tum fo Germany. That is a nalion defined, even foday, by the terribie
things done in its name sixty years ago. 1's true that, fifteen years ago, the fall of the Wall
did provide & new focus. But then the problems of reunification gradually swelled most
visibly in the unempioyment numbers, at the same time as economic growth subsided, so
that ioday the country is al a joss: unabie fc afford the strong social provisions i has
regarded as slernal but not yet ready (o give them up in favour of a market-driven society.
Good on them, | say. Hang in there, Germany,

Of courss, in many ways there's no real comparison possible between the two countries.
fotally different histories, languages, geographies, climates, social make-up. Levels of
discussion: in Germany they really know how fo give an issue the complete three-sixty — by
judgemeni day, you're heard afl the angles. Is that frue of us? My impression is, New
Zealand is made up of what | call "agreement groups.” People only associate with peopie
they agres with. Are we afraid everything will Tall over ¥ we say hoo? Cur books: after fwenty
years in the book irade here what | think people want from & new nove! is, one, fo be
fiattered; two, fo be comforied, and, thres, that the book be decorative. Doesn't exactly
8ound ke Ginfer Grass, doss i,



And yet Germans are ready {6 feel a great affection for New Zealand; an affinity - they see
us as who they'd like fo be, if only. There’s a shared sense that it's the human that mafters.

And they're righi. The human side of New Zealand is amazing. | know f've been having &
good old moan, and everyone hates a moaner, me especially — so throw your bananas now.
But it's ihe people here. You know, Ken Gorbey and | didn't get that museum open when no-
one eise could because we were such great museum makers, because of our brilliant skills
ai synthesizing cuitural history. it was because we are Kivis. Sorry i that sounds a bit trife,
but you can't oversiate 1 don't think the way that New Zealanders know how fo soive a
problem, how fo cut through ihe crap, how 10 focus on what really matters. This is the upside
of the casualness: we have a terrific sense of how far o go, of the unnecessary. Jandals at
the dinner pariy: #'s nof going o break any bones. When you say of Germans, “They didn't
know when to stop,” a real shiver goes down the spine. "They didn't know when to pull
back.” But do we?

As everyone knows, I'm quite keen on pop music. So Fve been calching up. Trinty Roots,
Fat Freddie's Drop, these are CDs ycu might pick over music from anywhere in the worid.
While 'm sitting there listening, | like io look at photographs = at the moment, two books in
particular. Marti Friedlander's Godwit colfection and Ans Westra's Handboek. Mostly, what
you've got there Js pictures of the nineteen sixties and seventies, Wonderful pictures, so
expressive — but not timeless. On the conirary, they're very much of their time. It's the faces
— our sixties and seventies faces — that amaze me. | stare at them. Those people are
asfonished tc be here, and at the same time they're not sure of where they are.

You couldn’t say that these days. Those heroic photographs | saw in Meitro and the other
magazines — New Zealanders are so seif-possessed now, so expert, so compefent. So
aware of their competence. We know where we are. We know who we are, We're in the
middie of our lives in the middie of our world here in the middle of Pacific.

But what are we doing with this knowiedge, that has been s¢ hard-won? Have we afrived —
at the end of our hisfory? is this #7 is this jwaves hand around] what we had in mind? Or
are we bored with the idea of issues, ¢or are there no issues ieft, or is it that the media
reduces sverything io porridge; or are we just too busy with our own struggles fo care what
king of society we're making?

Have we arrived, New Leaiand, at the place we were going fo?

Thank you.



By Kathy Hunter

Inthe wake of the Geﬁzg West Fesf:v i ‘Word of Mouth’
:z‘erafv b@'ee ﬁc-*’ i am, a8 adﬂmyq V?c invigorated,
71 miration ang
1~ partner Naomi,
i -ﬁa_f& Cade. Ten
. very well done.

Friday night was the opener, with Bil Manhire, Nige! Cox {pictursd: Je#t fo right # goes
Fergus Barrowman of VUP, then Bi, me, and Nigel — couldn’t rosist this, sorry) and
Hinemoana Baker, First was a powhiri with the Rangeview Intermediate Kapa Haka group
ipading the charge, s falented bunch will be heading off fo Cansada this weekend fo

compete in an infernsaiional competition.

Bil Manhire gave the Cumnow reading, named for the iate poet Aflan Curnow. | was very
happy io ?}saf Eii read his Ersbus poem and we &lf had a laugh at his Cornigh stories. His
father was from Cornwall — the name Manhire comes from menhir or standing stone. Bi#i said
he found i exciting o think that his ancesiors may have run phallic cults. .. and was also
rather titiflated by a cerlain Mr Soddy, B&B cwner, calling him ‘mcy dear’.

fhen, after iefling of how he offen uses found' phrases as lriggers or starting poinis for
poems, e utlerly sifenced us with one he wroie aftsr seeing a hotel sign in ... Cope’*hageﬁ
was #7 1 said ‘The fire alarm sound: s given as & howiing sound. Do not use the iiffs’ He
cwckiﬂd over it, but in the headsirong way his poems sometimes seem o, this cne fed him
i g direction that was completely other

The poerr is u:mecf Hotel Emergency and for those of you who have read in his laiest book
Lifted (VUP; [ can tell you that the effac! when read to yourself, versus the effsct when Bil
reads i, coul cf reasonably be compared 16 & static shock versus Flectic Shock Therapy.

interesting, the ph gsf al response ic this sort o“ thing. Hair standing on end, walsning eyes. |
said o Bil wnen | gooosted him laier that | found i very hard fo review posiry given #s
subiective nature and ofien rslv on pf",fs;f‘af regotions Such &s this fo decide on iis
’sa:gecwc; greainess. He gave a quoie from Emily Dickenson: if t read g book and it makes

1y whofe body 5o coid no fire can ever waim me, | know that s poslry

After Biif's reading, we were all given a bracing, verbal Kick up the arse by Nigel Cox. Nige!
has, as many oOf you know, recentfy refurned “’f'om a fong scfourn in Berin end hie made a

point, o Ais f’efu}rﬁ of writing down the .‘ 138 fig noticed about being home ‘before he went
biind', ie. afore sameness 36t in anc 1 things became unncliceabie again,

‘Fopcon TV, cz;;fewmwf GroL;

iS8LB, Wi 83‘ he ie,eme usad ?‘
of pain, any our continy
WETE SOMmIE of the o “‘ﬂ':sz;:«c;f v
aroving it 8¢ m,z,fo egiectad my

o0 solid debate from 360 degrees of any

71 cuiture of violence and studied disregard
2, az?(za’ﬁ ing disregard of cur clean, gresn imermalional branding
ne he covered, shhough | was unforfunately

ugger. More from him iater howsver,

- was rounded off by the glorious, Qwﬁeafw—é}oﬁzur*ﬂf
g volne were just as fantasiio ihe flesh as | expected
fromm her book, Matuli | Nesdie She has a lascinating technique of recording liitle bifs of
sounds right there on stags, then ioopng them 1o provide a sonic backdrop for hrer words or




And afier the song. the wine, after the wins, the single malt courfesy of Murray Gray, end
scme S&iffing about chafzfng in an increasingly desp and meaningful manner {me, awywa;f
with Chris and the Weallington tric of Bill, Nigel and Fergus Barrowman {VUP's publisher s
ediior of Sport magazing — rumoured to be out in November), plus fcaxe“f poet Paula Gr@eﬁ
WH0SS Wo! ,4 is the subjact of a briliant exhibition af the Cafﬁ:an Arts Estate. Sigh. Then a
Stighily lurching poficr back down the i i bed

fonly gof to a few Salurday sessions - | cams back for Bill Manhire talking o iain Sharp.
The session was aptly entifled 'Kengzissance Mean' and as lain pointed out, Bil has been 50
profific in His ocufput that i's near impossibie 1o “’*aa e oul what number book he's actusily up
e}

»J

f

Bi read some posms answered some guestions and reminisced ahout some of his most
rgoent projects whiich include the aforementionsd Liffed, his two recent anthologies The
Wide White Fage and 121 New Zegland Poems and Under the influence which is & memoir
of growing up with a father who was Southland's first publican and ‘an improssive alcoholic’
ic boot His ialk of the ‘six o'clock swill’ and the iccss poficing of closing times were
obviously cherished memories aisc of the brigade of THirangi pensioners who relish the
fastival. | do hope I'm one of them sveniually.

He spoke a ict abo: mother, who is 8 sprightly nonegenarian. He obvicusly loves and
admires her hugs! / despite co:n'ess --3 fo a continuing adolescent embarrassment of her
from time Io time. She "F"fa”‘zfy souncs an exceptional woman. She gained s science degres
i1 the thirfies in Edinburgh, faughi ;’“"?s’} io Polisk refugees, and in her thirties mamied a
Cormnishman who took her io the deep south of NZ — the 'last lamppost of the world’ — and
speri the best part of her iife serving beer i pissed Southern Man. And handled it

e

jain Sharp was & Gosd and thoughtiul interviewer, he discrestly covered g fair bit of ground,
nd if he acczdenfe: smggered with bregthiess adoretion occasionally, no-one was holding
't against nim. He had Qh pointing out that although poetry is not an everyday thing for most
neople, s fhe thing we alwavs turn io in moments of formal commemoration or celebration

funerals, weddings, naming ceremonies. And an Antarctic helicogter pf}‘Oz" was
remembered who, after a reading on the ice, mussd thatl postry was a funny thing ~ s ke
youre putting words inside the words’ Yup,

T o

|

The penultimate session | managed o atlend on Saturday was with Trish Gribben and
Michael Smither. ;@ na‘ g fovely paln, Nob & couple, but two people sharing & vision, with an
chvious deep and abiding friendshic which f%zs gone on for years. I'm not g huge fan of
Michasl's c"“"f?lﬂgs ! have fo admil but i was ;ﬁ?eresm g to hear the process of creating 2
*’*—ﬂc‘f which spans a massive @oa’y of work, especially having just heiped in g small way fo do
& with Chris's caravan book. And it wias iovely just to walch them together, Enncbling, and
somehow s00thing, such mutual re.;;:?e::z‘ -w-oo{. ;‘;,; rambiing.

> 4ded 20 pieces of Michael's work o Husirate & chiidren’'s book salied
‘*d:‘ Michas! Smither Sees which locks great Aimed at pre-schonfers,
i has g similas Greg O'Brier’s Welcome fo the South Seas in E‘f;::: both authors

hiave a passion for exposing our offspring fo NZ arl

Finally for this o . @ GUicK mentic rather spunky poel Sam Sampscon who has bgen
working on a8 nroj coilgboratio 'f? artist Peter Madden Ah, postry and af‘*‘ Like port
angd sHiton, Sam was s memg regder nol least because he sort 5F conducied himseif as
30011 a8 he é:aqaﬁ reading, fis right arm began o loop and ";*’f‘fe* He also has & way of
sirefching out : ' syliables off one by one that was... interssting They
werg rathar g oo distracted by the defivery 16 (ake them in properiy.

Might have in

T oinck,
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