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Tales from the Gulf
One turf manager's Hurricane Katrina experience

By Ken Edwards, CSFM

The last hurricane I recall to pass through Gulfport
and cause damage to any of the complexes was
Hurricane George a couple of years ago. There was
very minor damage to the Gulfport SportsPlex. One
set of ten high bleachers blew over, a couple of
bleacher tarps ripped off but that was it. No turf or
major structure damage. Goldin Sports Complex was
not completed yet.

Being a native of New Orleans I have experienced some bad hur-
ricanes, including Betsy and Camille. My family and I relocated to
Gulfport in October 1995 after my military retirement. As I recall, the
day our household goods were to be delivered a storm was in the
Gulf of Mexico approaching us. We stayed in Gulfport through that
but promised never to stay again. For the past 10 years we boarded
up the windows and doors on the house and left town whenever
there was a hurricane approaching. We always prepare for hurricane
season, we just never stay for the storm itself.

On Thursday, August 25, all indications were that Katril]a was
headed our way. We watched the news faithfully and every model
showed that Katrina was huge and would hit the entire Gulf Coast
area. A department staff briefing was called and all scheduled
weekend tournaments were cancelled.

First order of business for me was to brief my crew and update
their contact information. Our goal was to have the two complexes
prepared by noon on Friday, then everyone would go home to prepare
their personal property or plan to evacuate.

=Iditor's note: Ken Edwards has worked
for the City of Gulfport's Department of
Leisure Services in Mississippi for the
past 6 years. He is the sports turf man-
ager/superintendent for both the Goldin

and Gulfport sport complexes, responsible for day to
day maintenance operations and supervision of nine
crewmembers. He previously served in the US Army
where his responsibilities included recreation program
management, sports field and golf course maintenance
and management, and human resources management.
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Ken Edwards, CSFM, Gulfport, MS, snapped these shots in the
immediate aftermath of Hurricane Katrina.

The order of business for preparing the sportsplexes:
• Fuel; top off every vehicle, all equipment and every available

fuel container
• Remove all advertisement banners from fences
• Remove tarps from bleachers and flip over the three highs
• Tie dugout benches to dugout fence
• Pull all bases and portable mounds, place them in the shop
• Remove soccer goal nets, flip goals over and strap to light poles
• Flip over all picnic tables
• Empty all trashcans and place in the restrooms
• Put all equipment, trailers, and vehicles in shop
• Unplug all appliances
• Empty contents from shop refrigerator
• Turn off power to irrigation pump
• Shut off main valve to potable water
• Shut off power to the maintenance building and lock the gates.
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Program coordinators and recreation aids are responsible for secur-

ing the control towers and concession facilities. Concession contractors
are notified and responsible for securing their equipment and supplies.

At about 11:20 am Friday, I phoned my director and informed him
that Goldin and Gulfport SportsPlexes were secure and that I was
releasing my team to take care of their personal needs and property.

By Saturday, August 27, Katrina was strengthening and definitely
heading our way. I now started my personal preparations:
• Fill up cars and fuel cans
• Service and test generator
• Inventory can goods and water (Usually bought at the

start of hurricane season in June)
• Check flashlights
• Clear yard of anything that moves
• Place candles about the house
• Board up windows and doors
• Pack personnel memoirs and valuables
• Pack small suitcase and personal hygiene items
• Load car
• Fill tubs and sinks with water
• Decide on final destination
• Call family, friends and employer

Our plan has always been to depart when a hurricane is no less
than 8 hours away. We tracked the news most of the night Saturday
and since Katrina was projected to hit on Monday morning we decid-

ed that we would leave Sunday around noon. We were heading east
on 1-10 to Tallahassee, FL. By 10 AM Sunday 1-10 was backed up to
New Orleans and estimates were that it would take 8 hours to get to
Mobile, AL-usually a 50-minute drive. We had a decision to make, be
stuck in traffic or stay home. We chose to stay.

Katrina's full effect started around 5 AM Monday morning. First
went the power, so we turned on the battery powered TV. Then went
the TV station. We turned on the radio. Then went the radio stations.
For the next 12 hours my family and I listened to Katrina batter the
house. At about 6 PM the worst was over. My son Keair and I went
outside to see the unbelievable destruction. My entire neighborhood
was severely damaged. My home sustained minor damage as com-
pared to others. One pecan tree on the house, roof damage, ceiling
damage, a little water damage inside, and the fence around my prop-
erty completely down. We were blessed.

On Tuesday morning, August 30, the order of business for me was
to get out the chain saw and remove the tree from the roof, get the dam-
aged areas covered, contact the boss and my crew. I was able to take
care of my roof. We had no form of communications in the entire city,
cell phones didn't even work. I decided to venture out to check on the
SportsPlexes. Trees and power line poles were down everywhere and
blocked most of the roads. My son and I rode bicycles to Goldin Sports
Complex about 1/4 of a mile away, where my company truck is parked.

Goldin is a 25-acre site consisting of a "4-plex" baseball/softball
complex, a two-field football/softball complex, outdoor pavilion, play-
ground, basketball/tennis courts, and a maintenance shop. The fields
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are built to USGA spec with a 6-inch, sand-based rootzones, certified
Tifway 419 Berrnudagrass, and laser leveled with a 1.5% slope. The
complex is almost 3 years old and plays host primarily to local league
activity but it often used as an overflow complex for large tourna-
ments usually hosted by the Gulfport SportsPlex.

To my amazement the physical structures suffered minor damage,
mostly roofing. Sixty percent of the fencing was destroyed and there
was minor damage to the playground. All 22 field lighting poles were
leaning with a few light fixtures missing. All four scoreboards and
eight foul line poles were destroyed. Every parking light pole also
leaned, all 56 of them.

So far so good
Everysquare foot of soccer/football fields was covered with debris from

nearby homes and apartments that were completely destroyed. The base-
ball/softball fields were slightly littered with debris but the skinned infields
were completely stripped of its conditioner (approximately 1/4 inch of crim-
son stone). Infields are 13,000 square feet each. My overall assessment
of Goldin was good as compared to the surrounding community. To my
amazement the maintenance building suffered very minor damage.

I got into my truck and snaked my way across town to the Gulfport
SportsPlex. That's when I realized that my entire city was devastated.
I saw it first hand.

The Gulfport SportsPlex is a 250-acre site containing a five-field
softball complex, four-field baseball complex, and a four-field soccer
complex. The fields are also built to USGA spec with a 6-inch, sand-

based rootzones, and certified Tifway 419 Bermudagrass. All fields
are laser leveled to 1.5% slope.

Both complexes are irrigated by Rainbird MaxiCom systems and
both have Hubble lighting systems. Future additions to this facility
include increasing the softball complex to six fields, a tennis complex,
two additional soccer fields, and a four-plex replica stadiums (Fenway,
Wrigley, Yankee and Gulfport Stadiums, respectively). To date the total
cost of the SportsPlex is $12 million. According to the Harrison
County Tourism Commission, this year's 54 scheduled tournaments
should pump $13 million into the local economy through the weekly
influx of players, coaches, and team supporters. We lost 12 events
due to Katrina which easily means a loss of about $1.5 million.

Upon entering the Gulfport SportsPlex, I saw that all 11 score-
boards were destroyed, all 70 field lighting poles were leaning, and
34 parking lot light poles were damaged. Fences were down and
bleachers were flipped over, some as far as the right field fence, 300
feet away. The control towers and concession buildings also received
major roof and interior damage. Then came the shocker-half of the
maintenance building was destroyed, totally collapsed with equipment
and supplies under it. All three pull up doors completely gone. My
office in this building was intact but water-soaked.

On Wednesday my foreman, John August, reported for work and we
started our assessment of what to do next. John's first mission was to find
our team and assess their needs. I finally made contact with my director,
we crossed paths on the road leading to the sportsplex. Still no communi-
cations were available. A department meeting was set up for Thursday. All
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HIT A HOMERUN EVERY TIME .•.
Pro's Choice offers premium sports field products that guarantee win-
ning ball fields season after season. Serving its customers since 1941,
Pro's Choice is the largest supplier of soil conditioners in the nation.

Backed by a superior service team, you can count on Pro's Choice to
deliver your products when you need it.

Choose Pro's Choice for premium products, quality service and delivery
when you need it most.

www.proschoice1.comToIIFree:1.800.648.1166
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city employees were placed on hurricane leave through Friday,September 2.
By Monday, my team was accounted for and reported to work.

By that Wednesday we had all the debris off of the fields and most
of the downed fencing cut and rolled up at the Gulfport SportsPlex.
We removed everything that we could from the maintenance shop and
took it over to the shop at Goldin. We spent the next few days clean-
ing up the debris at Goldin. On Friday we returned to the Gulfport
complex only to find it occupied by disaster security forces. They
locked us out and We didn't gain reentry for another week. We took
the weekend off only to return to Goldin on Monday and find it occu-
pied by a debris removal contractor. It seemed like all of our hard work
was in vain. Tents were allover the fields, heavy equipment, mobile
campers, and large trucks all over the parking lots. There were hun-
dreds of people and no portable facilities. And 2 weeks later there
were still no phones, no water, no power, and by the way, no rain.

Rain needed
I finally got control of Goldin and had the contractor moved to

another site. My concern now was that the fields needed water. Our
plan was to get a generator to run the pump at the Gulfport
SportsPlex but Goldin is on the city's water main. Finally we got power
after about 16 days and immediately started watering. We also
gained reentry to Gulfport SportsPlex to perform maintenance and
salvage what we could from the shop.

Our preliminary damage assessment was as follows:
Structures: 100% damaged, estimated loss $502,000

Equipment: 10%damaged, 1%destroyed, estimated loss $25,700
Fields: 80% damaged, 20% destroyed, estimated loss $23,000
Other collateral: 10% damaged, 80% destroyed,
estimated loss $30,276
Clean up/debris removal: $40,000
Emergency equipment: $6,100
Potential revenue lost: $48,000
As of September 23, we gained full control of both complexes and

were back on track with our maintenance programs. We have not
made any major repairs yet (late October) but the facilities were safe
and have adequate lighting. On October 11 we started Little League
tackle football at Goldin and the city's soccer and peewee flag foot-
ball leagues started play at the Gulfport Sportsplex. All other tourna-
ments were cancelled until further notice.

Help
Financial assistance is coming from a lot of different sources.

Insurance claims take precedent then the state and federal govern-
ment will assist with funding rebuilding efforts. Many cities and asso-
ciations such as the National Recreation have adapted us and Parks
Association and they all are providing some form of assistance to us.
We want to give a special thanks to Jerry Pate Turf and the Toro
Company for coming to the rescue during our time of great need .•

Ken Edwards, CSFM, is the sports turf manager/superintendent for
the City of Gulfport, MS.
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