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DEDICATION

for my parents,
Bob and Barbara Montgomery

Two young recent graduates, raised in rural/small town regions 
of Mississippi, each one all alone, ventured by God’s Providence 
into the big city of New Orleans—each had accepted academic 
scholarships to attend Tulane University. The two individuals 
met at a student fellowship one Sunday night at St. Charles 

Avenue Baptist Church, and, the rest, as they say . . .



ABOUT THE COVER PHOTO

The image of the piano and roses is courtesy of AJ Caruso.  
This is how AJ and his father found their father’s piano— 

on it’s side with the roses on the keyboard—when they returned to his 
father’s house after Hurricane Katrina.

© AJ Caruso. Used by permission.



ENDORSEMENTS

Bert Montgomery’s Going Back to New Orleans is more than just a collection 
of stories from those who lived through it and those who know the city well. 
As the subtitle suggests, it also tells the story of re-connections. Although I 
personally escaped the worst of Katrina’s devastation, the devastation to my 
psyche was very real and I will never forget that smell of despair, both real 
and literal, after returning to the city. Bert’s and his family’s connections to 
the church I have attended for decades and most recently served as Associate 
Pastor, is a strong one... Not only did our connections with current and 
former members remain strong in the aftermath of Katrina, those connec-
tions were strengthened and many new connections were made through 
more than twenty work groups of youth, college students and adults who 
were housed and fed by our small congregation as they spread the love that 
Americans and Christians felt for their fellow citizens. As you read Going 
Back to New Orleans you will feel that you, too, whether you have ever been 
to New Orleans or not, share the story of a great American city and people 
who have re-connected to all that is truly important when tragedy strikes.

—Paul R. Powell, PhD, Associate Pastor,  
St. Charles Avenue Baptist Church, New Orleans     

As a lifelong resident of St. Charles Parish where Bert fondly recalls his youth, 
I lived and worked the aftermath and recovery that Southeast Louisiana 
endured. Each of these different accounts which surround the handling and 
horrors of one of the nations worst national disasters, is real and revealing. I 
felt myself relating to each as if I was living their ordeal through Bert’s words. 
As a child, I knew and respected the Montgomerys. We were all a part of the 
First Baptist Church of Norco family. Bert was a few years ahead of me, both 
at church and at Destrehan High School, but I knew and respected him then 
as I do now. I am still a member of First Baptist and we still appreciate the 
contribution and influences that the entire Montgomery family made to our 
church and community. This book and its reflections are a contribution of 
what we have come to expect from Bert. If you want a true account of the 
struggles of everyday people after Katrina, read this book! 

—Gary L. Smith, Jr., Louisiana State Senator
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FOREWORD

by Mrs. Sandra Chaisson

Editor’s Note: Bert’s high school honors English teacher, Mrs. 
Chaisson, always insisted on calling Bert by his full first name: 
Robert. In high school, it used to drive Bert crazy. Today, he wouldn’t 
have it any other way. Here is a foreword from ROBERT’s teacher . . . 

Hurricane Katrina made landfall in Louisiana on August 29, 2005. 
For New Orleanians and the people living in the surrounding parishes and 
southern Mississippi, the mention of her name, like traumatic events so 
often do, evokes feelings of sadness, sorrow, loss, and helplessness. Just a few 
minutes of small talk with total strangers will often wind its way to “where 
were you for Katrina” or “how did you make out in the storm?” 

The Storm. Just say those two words in Louisiana and everyone will 
know you mean Katrina. In New Orleans, time itself is reckoned by The 
Storm. It has become our collective chronometer.

Robert Montgomery’s Going Back to New Orleans (Post-Katrina 
Re-connections and Recollections) does a fantastic job capturing the angst 
surrounding the storm and the indefatigable spirit of the people of New 
Orleans. Always the music enthusiast, Robert chose to name his book after a 
song by the iconic New Orleans musician Dr. John. With music as his back-
drop, Robert gathered stories from friends, both longtime and long lost, and 
orchestrated his opus of The Storm. The individuals who share their stories 
are unique, but the outlines are the same: hearing about the storm; deciding 
to leave for the storm; running from the storm; watching in horror as the area 
floods; returning to their own problems; the city pulling together with little 
help from the federal government; the New Orleans Saints; the Super Bowl. 

Going Back to New Orleans is different from other books about Katrina. 
This book captures the singularity of our city and the passion it awakens in 
its people. Very few cities in the United States, and absolutely none of subur-
bia, can boast the uniqueness of the City that Care Forgot. The stories are 
all from Katrina survivors, all special, all real, and all compelling. It’s a must 
read for other Katrina survivors because of the authenticity of each story. The 
experiences of others will certainly strike a similar chord with everyone who 
lived through The Storm. It’s a must read for others who have yet to grasp the 
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devastation The Storm leveled against Louisiana. While people in this area 
are truly grateful for the outpouring of monetary charity as well as “boots 
on the ground” charity from individuals and the church groups who came 
down to help us rebuild, there is still the feeling of abandonment. There are 
still clueless individuals who do not understand the sense of hopelessness of 
Louisiana and Mississippi residents. It’s as if we were swept off to sea from the 
rest of the United States, both literally and figuratively. 

Robert contacted me a few years back to thank me for being his English 
teacher for tenth and twelfth grades. He had just written a book of inspira-
tional essays called Elvis, Willie, Jesus & Me: The Musings and Mutterings of 
a Church Misfit, a wonderful little book he put together using his love of 
music and an informed and enlightened Christian conscience. Robert asked 
me if I remembered him. I told him that, of course, I did. When teachers get 
together we always tell war stories of our time in the trenches. Robert’s name 
always came up when I told one of my favorite, light-hearted stories: 

In one of my English II Honors classes, I had three celebrities: 
Robert Montgomery, Cesar Romero, and Houdini. All in one 
class. It was hard at first to keep a straight face when calling 
the roll. Not making this up . . . true story. 

That bit of classroom history always elicits a chuckle or two.
A couple of years ago Robert and his two sons came by for a quick 

visit with me in New Orleans. He was floored when I told him that I always 
remembered him as a good student. He thought he was a terrible student. 
I remember a smart, inquisitive young man; he remembers a parent-teacher 
conference where his mother was told “Robert could be doing so much 
better.” From a teacher’s perspective, good grades are nice, but an intelli-
gent, thoughtful student is preferable. I am writing a foreword for another 
of Robert’s books. Obviously, only one of us was correct in our assessment of 
Robert as a student.

Mrs. Sandra Chaisson
English and Literature Teacher, Retired

Destrehan High School



FOREWORD

Dr. John D. Hendrix

I think I understand Bert Montgomery better after being reminded 
of Jeremiah 1:5, “Before you were formed in your mother’s womb I knew 
you.” Maybe I understand Jeremiah a little also. When my wife, Lela, and I 
arrived at New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary and St. Charles Avenue 
Baptist Church in the early 1960s, Bob and Barbara Montgomery were a 
part of most programs going on at the church. I’ve often said that ninety 
percent of church life is just showing up, and Bob and Barbara always seemed 
to be around somewhere. This began our long history with most things New 
Orleans. It took Bert’s invitation to write this foreword that started the 
connecting of the dots.

We had moved to Nashville, Tennessee, when Bert born in 1968—and 
we lost contact with Bob and Barbara. But, Bert emerged into my life when 
I left Southern Baptist Theological Seminary in 1996 to become pastor of 
Northside Baptist Church in Clinton, Mississippi. There was Bert, a member 
of the pastor search committee. Bert and I would have lunch periodically, 
and I suspected that Bert ate pizza (and only pizza) three times a day.

Lela and I were in Clinton when Katrina made its destructive march 
across the gulf coast in 2005. For six weeks we had people in our home from 
the devastation along the Louisiana and Mississippi coast line. These were 
people we had known since the 1960s, and they knew they were free to come 
seeking refuge, in spite of the lack of electricity in our home from Katrina 
damage.

While Lela and I were co-pastoring University Baptist Church in 
Starkville, Mississippi, during the first decade of the new century, Bert was 
a student at the Baptist Seminary of Kentucky, then located in Lexington. 
While there he came under the influence of David Adams—one of the bright-
est and craziest of doctrinal students I ever supervised at Southern Seminary. 
Along with David Cassady, another former student and the founder of the 
FaithLab, Bert began a career of writing and publishing (which I hope he will 
continue). Later, Bert followed us as pastor of University Baptist, Starkville.

Bert’s current writing, using the ancient art of storytelling, reflects 
how intimately we are all connected. I imagine Bert has made this remark-
able connection with the people of his past through Facebook and other 
“in touch” social technologies. Although these have opened up new ways of 
renewing relationships, I still prefer the sound of the human voice and the 
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sight of the changing features of the human face. They come to me through 
daily walks and the night journeys of dreams and fantasies. I wake up, smil-
ing, and think, “Wow, that was so and so . . . I wonder how they are doing.” 
Sometimes I make a call. Once in a while I will see them. And then, I tell a 
story. 

There is always some question about the accuracy of our memories. 
When we tell stories coming from those moving pictures on the screen in 
back of our eyes, our imagination is already at work. That’s why my kids 
and grandkids say, “Papa, those stories just get better and better.” The stories 
change as I go through different stages and transitions. 

Memories are not exact copies of experiences deposited in a memory 
bank. They change significantly when they are pulled out of storage. That 
doesn’t make us a pack of liars, though. We don’t see past events as they 
were; we see them as we are—now. When caterpillars become butterflies, 
they would probably say that earlier they were just little butterflies—what 
happens is maturation. We can still maintain that the men and women of 
this book who tell their Hurricane Katrina stories get the chronicle of events 
mostly correct and intact, although a few specifics may be out of order, or 
there may be some embellishment. This is okay! Like all good stories, they 
will awaken your own memories.

I must also say something else about the importance of what Bert has 
done. We might call this “social capital,” the value of accumulated relation-
ships over a lifetime that get focused on the tragic outcomes of Hurricane 
Katrina. These stories didn’t spontaneously happen. They had to be dug 
out of the memory banks of adolescence and young adulthood, and people 
had to respond in reciprocal relationships. Here is a rediscovery of a dense 
network of mutual bonding and trustworthy obligation. Bert issues an invi-
tation and people respond.

For most of my 78 years, the strong bonds of community rode a tidal 
wave of deeper engagement. But for the last twenty years, something has 
happened. Silently, and without warning, that tide changed and was reversed, 
overtaken by a rising current of isolation and individualism. I’m not making 
this up—there is plenty of evidence, individually and corporately, of being 
alone, together. This book of personal stories seeks a different current.

Dr. John D. Hendrix
Baptist Pastor, Retired; Professor of Christian Education, Retired;

Youth Minister at St. Charles Ave. Baptist Church, New Orleans, 1963-1966



INTRODUCTION

Hurricane Katrina passed over the New Orleans area on Monday, 
August 29, 2005 (the Mississippi Gulf Coast took the most direct hit). That 
day, and in the days, weeks, and months that followed, I became acutely 
aware of a deep, wide chasm in my life that previously I had rarely, if ever, 
noticed. 

On March 14, 1968, at Baptist Hospital in downtown New Orleans, 
I was born. I soon joined my older sister, Becky, and our parents, at a house 
on Jade Avenue, just off West Metairie Boulevard, in Metairie. I have almost 
no recollection of living there. When I was three years old, we crossed over 
West Metairie and over David Drive and moved into a house on Abadie 
Avenue (walking distance from LaFreniere Park). Then, in 1978, my parents 
moved our family out of Jefferson Parish. We headed west on Highway 61 
(Airline Highway) into what seemed at the time to be in the middle of a 
swampy nowhere. We turned left in St. Charles Parish at the newly-develop-
ing Ormond Estates, drove literally right down to the Mississippi River, and 
turned left again on River Road. On our left were neighborhoods and houses. 
Directly to our right was the levee—and on the other side of the levee was 
the Mighty Mississippi. (By the way, at certain parts of the drive along River 
Road in St. Charles Parish, you can look up—yes, UP—from your car and 
see huge ships from all over the world). We turned left yet again by a small 
brick building, which was then the United States Post Office in Destrehan. 
It was in that Destrehan neighborhood, on Ormond Oaks Drive, that we 
settled in for the next seven-and-a-half years.

We began attending church at the First Baptist Church of Norco 
(just follow River Road as it curves in a north-westerly direction). Becky and 
I attended John Curtis Christian School in River Ridge back in Jefferson 
Parish (just follow the river eastward). Becky graduated from Curtis in 1982, 
the same time I graduated from eighth grade. She left for college, attending 
Mississippi College up in Clinton, Mississippi, and for my four years of high 
school, it was primarily just Mom, Dad, and me. After ninth grade, I trans-
ferred from Curtis to Destrehan High School which was walking distance 
from our house on Ormond Oaks Drive (if you cut through neighbors’ yards, 
jumped a ditch, cut through strangers’ yards, and crossed a few streets). 

All the while, Dad worked for Wand Rubber Stamp Works, Inc., on 
Magazine Street in New Orleans, a few blocks from Canal Street. By 1975 
he was president and co-owner of the business. By the time I started tenth 
grade at DHS, Wand had moved into a new building in Kenner—it was 
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sandwiched between Williams Boulevard and the New Orleans International 
Airport. 

In 1986, Dad—after over thirty years in the New Orleans area—
decided that with Becky graduating from college and with my graduating 
from high school, it was time for Mom and him to move again. Dad sold his 
share of the business. I graduated from DHS, and two weeks later we moved 
to Tennessee. Ever since then, I’ve lived outside of Louisiana.

This book is a collection of stories about New Orleans and the 
surrounding region. These are my parents’ stories—both of them are from 
rural/small town parts of Mississippi, and they only ended up in New Orleans 
by chance (or, as I prefer, by the hand of God). These are my stories as an 
adult coming to terms with and trying to bridge the chasm that separated my 
first eighteen years of life from my entire adult life. 

But most importantly, these are the stories from my Louisiana friends, 
classmates, members of my church family, etc., as they come to terms with and 
bridge the chasm that divides their lives into categories called “Pre-Katrina” 
and “Post-Katrina.” 

These are stories of living in, being removed from, and ultimately 
going back to . . . New Orleans.
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was a Tulane student and was arrested for disorderly conduct on the corner of 
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In loving memory of Robert D. “Bob” Montgomery
1936-2013


