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 B
ack to O

riginal A
rticle

A
 Lifeline Sent by A

irw
ave

Tw
o days after K

atrina hit, N
ew

 O
rleans radio stations team

ed up to bring needed new
s and fam

iliar voices to those otherw
ise cut off.

Septem
ber 10, 2005

|
E

llen B
arry | Tim

es Staff W
riter

B
A

TO
N

 R
O

U
G

E
, La. —

 D
eke "the B

ig C
hief" B

ellavia, a sportscaster on W
W

L-A
M

, is am
ong the w

orld's leading authorities on high school football in southeast 
Louisiana. H

e has a rolling, syrupy accent and an enorm
ous girth, w

hich he is not too shy to m
ention on the air.

H
e did not expect to find him

self -- as he did last w
eek -- instructing a dehydrated listener to punch a hole in a can of corn and suck out the liquid. O

r soothing 
a w

om
an w

ho called from
 her cellphone w

hile w
ading through w

ater that had bodies in it. This w
as not w

hat he w
as hired to do.

"You find a w
ay to get through it because the people need you," B

ellavia said.

A
fter H

urricane K
atrina, as m

odern form
s of com

m
unications failed one by one in N

ew
 O

rleans, one technology functioned, and that w
as radio.

W
orking out of a fluorescent-lighted studio in B

aton R
ouge, a collection of personalities from

 N
ew

 O
rleans radio stations -- sportscasters, rock jocks, C

hristian 
broadcasters, and soft rock and sm

ooth-talk R
&

B
 talent -- has served as the slender connection betw

een stranded people and the outside w
orld.

It w
as a talk-radio host, G

arland R
obinette, w

ho, three days after K
atrina, recorded the interview

 w
ith N

ew
 O

rleans M
ayor C

. R
ay N

agin that sounded the city's 
distress like a foghorn. It w

as radio that recorded the locations of hundreds of people w
ho used the fading batteries of their cellphones to call the station. These 

days, from
 m

orning to night, radio broadcasts survivors as they look for lost and separated fam
ily m

em
bers.

"In a crisis, you fall back to w
hat you know

. You fall back to the very basics," said K
evin D

uplantis, chief engineer for W
W

L, in norm
al tim

es a conservative 
talk-radio station. "A

nd radio is very sim
ple. Turn it on, turn up the volum

e, and som
eone is talking to you. You're attached to that voice. You're looking to that 

voice as your guide out."

O
n A

ug. 29, w
hen the storm

 m
ade landfall, satellite dishes w

elded to the rooftops in N
ew

 O
rleans broke loose and crashed into one another, cracking into 

pieces. The only m
edia outlet still broadcasting live from

 the city w
as W

W
L, and in its offices, program

m
ing and operations m

anager D
iane N

ew
m

an, 48, 
heard the studio w

indow
s -- w

hich had been boarded up -- explode one by one.

She had R
obinette on the air at that m

om
ent, and w

alked him
 dow

n the hallw
ay holding a m

icrophone in front of him
, as if he w

ere a hospital patient attached 
to an IV

. R
obinette, 62, had broken into broadcast journalism

 w
hile w

orking as a janitor at a sm
all radio station; he shook off his C

ajun accent and, w
ith his 

w
edge of dark hair, becam

e an icon in N
ew

 O
rleans.

B
y 6 the next m

orning, a levee had broken, and N
ew

m
an had orders to evacuate to B

aton R
ouge, 80 m

iles aw
ay. Those em

ployees w
ho could still drive out left 

at daw
n, and the last few

 w
ho rem

ained w
ere evacuated by helicopter. The helicopter had been chartered by W

W
L's fiercest com

petitor, C
lear C

hannel 
C

om
m

unications Inc., to pick up several of its ow
n em

ployees.

It w
as the beginning of an unusual partnership. That sam

e day, C
lear C

hannel and W
W

L's parent com
pany, E

ntercom
 C

om
m

unications C
orp., tem

porarily 
com

bined their operations; 18 stations w
ould broadcast as one. C

lear C
hannel w

ould benefit from
 W

W
L's form

idable new
s operation, and E

ntercom
 w

ould 
have access to C

lear C
hannel's studios.

The new
 venture -- the U

nited R
adio B

roadcasters of N
ew

 O
rleans -- w

ent on the air at daw
n A

ug. 31, tw
o days after the hurricane.

It seem
ed like an easy decision to D

ick Lew
is, C

lear C
hannel's regional vice president. Lew

is, 54, can identify the precise m
om

ent w
hen he decided to get into 

radio. H
e w

as 17, in the car w
ith his parents, driving through a terrible storm

 near B
roken B

ow
, O

kla.

It w
as the m

iddle of the night. A
s the w

ind and hail grew
 stronger, Lew

is recalls, his m
other told the kids to get dow

n betw
een the car's seats. Then the tornado 

touched dow
n on them

 and the car started "bouncing like a basketball."

W
hat Lew

is rem
em

bers is that the radio in the car, tuned to W
K

Y-A
M

 in O
klahom

a C
ity, kept w

orking. For 20 m
inutes -- a period that felt like a lifetim

e -- "it 
w

as the radio that gave us our sense of calm
ness, our touch w

ith the outside w
orld," he said.

H
e got into radio for that reason, although m

ost of his tim
e is spent, he says, on "routine stuff."

"W
e provide entertainm

ent to fill up the tim
e," he said. "A

ll w
e're doing is filling up the tim

e, to be here until som
ething of  significant m

agnitude happens."

I n the
beige-carpeted offices of C

lear C
hannel C

om
m

unications in B
aton R

ouge, posters declare a corporate m
antra: "C

lear C
hannel C

om
m

unications. M
ake 

B
udget. B

eat M
arket." Last w

eek, after W
W

L relocated there, som
eone crossed out the last tw

o sentences, and w
rote this in w

ith a red m
arker: "H

elp 
H

um
anity."

H
old lights blinked on the studio phone for three days as listeners called in to tell the w

orld about the terrible things that w
ere happening to them

.

Their m
inds fogged w

ith fear, they asked radio hosts how
 they should get to their roofs. The answ

er: C
lim

b out on the w
indow

sill. H
and the children up. D

Js 
gave instructions on how

 to take a w
ooden door off its hinges so it could be used as a raft.
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R
ed-eyed at the end of a five-hour shift, G

erry V
aillancourt, a C

harlotte H
ornets analyst on W

O
D

T-A
M

, recalled the stream
 of calls: "I can't find m

y baby! M
y 

sister lost her baby! I saw
 a dead m

an! I've never seen a dead m
an! I can't find m

y 4-year-old son! ... I can't find m
y husband!"

From
 behind the m

icrophone in the studio, he said, N
ew

 O
rleans sounded "like a city being nuked."

V
aillancourt is a w

arm
, pugnacious m

an, originally from
 the B

ronx. H
e w

as struck, he said, by the pow
er of talk radio -- its intim

acy, its burden.

"There's a fam
ily w

ith 15 people in a house w
ith no pow

er, but they can listen," he said. "You're on the next shift, and you're keeping them
 com

pany, and it's 
frightening."

V
aillancourt got through it w

ith gentle, goofy hum
or.

H
e rem

em
bers a w

om
an w

ho called, m
iserable and stranded, and told him

 she w
as getting ready to eat. V

aillancourt suggested that she m
ake veal Parm

esan, 
and m

aybe he w
ould com

e by w
ith a bottle of M

erlot. She said, forlornly, that she didn't have any of the ingredients.

Then she asked, "W
hat if I just m

ake us a lasagna?"

Then she laughed and laughed.

M
ayor N

agin called the station Sept. 1 w
hen R

obinette w
as on the air. R

obinette had broadcast every day since the storm
 hit; he w

as tired, he said, and "not 
concentrating the w

ay I should."

The m
ayor w

as tired too. The situation in N
ew

 O
rleans had deteriorated sharply. Thousands of people w

ere m
illing at the Superdom

e and the convention 
center, sick, dehydrated and desperate to get out of the city. R

escue crew
s, alarm

ed about reports of rioting, w
ere afraid to pull off the interstate.

R
obinette w

as expecting a report from
 the m

ayor, but w
hat he got w

as a half-hour roar of anger and despair. It w
as the sound of a m

an w
ho no longer cared 

about his political future.

"You know
," N

agin said, "G
od is looking dow

n on all this, and if [state and federal authorities] are not doing everything in their pow
er to save people, they are 

going to pay the price. B
ecause every day that w

e delay, people are dying and they're dying by the hundreds, I'm
 w

illing to bet you.

"W
e're getting reports and calls that are breaking m

y heart, from
 people saying: 'I've been in m

y attic. I can't take it anym
ore. The w

ater is up to m
y neck. I 

don't think I can hold out.' A
nd that's happening as w

e speak."

N
agin w

ent on and on, until both m
en fell silent. O

n the air, R
obinette could be heard crying. The station cut to a com

m
ercial.

That interview
, R

obinette said, w
as "the off-the-cliff m

om
ent and the flying m

om
ent."

M
ike K

aplan, operations m
anager at E

ntercom
's adult contem

porary station, w
as listening at the m

aster control. H
is first though

t w
as that the m

ayor's 
profanity-laced outburst m

ight have violated Federal C
om

m
unications C

om
m

ission standards. H
is second thought w

as about history. H
e asked: Is som

eone 
taping this? H

e pressed a record button.

"H
e said, 'D

i, I w
ant to get that out to everyone in the country,' " N

ew
m

an said.

The tape w
as driven across tow

n to the local C
B

S affiliate. B
y the next day, N

agin's interview
 w

as airing on all three netw
orks.

W
ithin 24 hours, President B

ush visited N
ew

 O
rleans.

"W
hen they w

rite the history of K
atrina, it w

ill be w
ritten on the turn of R

ay N
agin," R

obinette said. "That w
as a guy pulling babies out of the w

ater. That w
as 

the pow
er of it. It w

as one m
an furious."

M
any W

W
L em

ployees are still living in R
V

s beside the parking lot of the C
lear C

hannel building, sleeping in four-hour shifts.

Suitcases sat in cubicles, and over the PA
 system

, a receptionist announced that grief counselors w
ere on hand for anyone w

ho needed them
. N

o one show
ed 

up, though, probably because they w
ere too busy.

Lew
is found that he could no longer perform

 sim
ple arithm

etic. Sales m
anager M

ark B
oudreaux w

as rem
inding people to rem

ind him
 of things. N

ew
m

an, 
fuzzy-headed w

ith exhaustion, accidentally placed her new
 cellphone in a cup of coffee. She didn't care, she said: "W

hat m
atters is w

hat com
es out of that box."

A
 note of calm

 entered the calls this w
eek. Listeners now

 w
anted contact num

bers for the R
ed C

ross, they w
anted to know

 if they should boil their w
ater, they 

w
anted to reunite w

ith fam
ily m

em
bers.

B
ellavia, 34, w

ho w
as diagnosed last year w

ith H
odgkin's lym

phom
a, feels the w

ay he felt w
hen he found out his tum

or w
as gone: guilty that he has w

alked 
aw

ay
w

hen so m
any oth ers died.

Leaving the station every night, for the hourlong drive to his hom
e in A

m
ite, 50 m

iles northeast of B
aton R

ouge, he "began to feel like a m
achine," he said.

"I'll put it like this: I haven't broken dow
n, but I w

onder w
hen I w

ill," B
ellavia said. "I w

onder w
hen I w

ill, how
 you say, shut dow

n and reboot."

R
obinette, w

ho w
as aw

arded tw
o purple hearts in V

ietnam
, said the w

eek of the flood w
as "all adrenaline. I used to say, overseas, that nobody's afraid during a 

firefight. W
hen it's over, it's very scary."

These days, R
obinette takes calls from

 people w
ho w

ant to thank him
 or the station and say how

 grateful they are. Som
ething about that sickens him

. R
adio, he 

said, has not done anything for the people of N
ew

 O
rleans.
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"It's w
hat the people of N

ew
 O

rleans have done for radio. You w
ant to say, 'You're the ones dying,' " he said. Then he hung his head and sobbed.

A
s for D

uplantis, w
hose house w

as probably engulfed in the 25-foot surge that hit St. B
ernard Parish, he doesn't spend m

uch tim
e cataloging his losses.

"I don't even think about it. W
hat am

 I going to think about?" D
uplantis, 42, said. "I just w

ork."

A
nd so the broadcasts continue. They are not archived, so there is no record of the hundreds of ordinary people w

ho called the station at the strangest, m
ost 

terrifying m
om

ents of their lives.

In the early hours of Sept. 2, several m
illion radio listeners east of the R

ocky M
ountains could hear the voice of a m

an on his roof in N
ew

 O
rleans describing 

w
hat the stars looked like over a city in darkness.

The m
an's voice sounded serene and m

ellow
. A

t that m
om

ent, he w
as in total isolation -- speaking from

 his rooftop in a city filling up w
ith reeking w

ater, 
SW

A
T team

s and crow
ds of angry, hungry, frightened people.

N
o one could have gotten to him

 that night, and it is im
possible to know

 w
hether he survived. B

ut his voice w
as carried on the 50,000-w

att signal of W
W

L-
A

M
. H

e sounded close enough to touch.



R
adio station offers a virtual trip back hom
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