From: Hawkins, Jim S LTC NG ALARNG

Sent: Wednesday, May 11, 2011 9:36 PM

Subject: Hackleburg

My Friends,

It is just over two weeks since tornadoes ravaged much of Alabama. As most of you know I am now the Deputy Director of Military Support for the Alabama

Guard. We are the organization tasked with managing Defense Support to Civil Authorities (DSCA). We are the domestic operations guys. It has been a busy

two weeks. I just now have time to type out a few observations and cut and paste in some observations I sent via Blackberry earlier to some of you today. I have been reviewing emails from 27 April (Storm Day and my 15thwedding anniversary). The storms came in fast and hard. By 1730 we knew we had a major disaster on our hands. By 2030 I emailed Kristy that I would not be home for our Anniversary. That was a 24 hour duty day. They shortened to 22 hours for a few days, then 20 ours, then stabilized around 18 hours for a while. Finally closer to 12-14 now. The EOC (Emergency Operation Center) was operating 24/7 and still is. What most will never know is that the staff that coordinated this response (We call it the "Core-30") were mostly all new to this assignment. A few months ago they formed a special staff to work DSCA

operations rather than pulling temps from other primary staff sections. The plan was to train the Core-30 to do DSCA while the rest of the HQ operated normally. We had one weekend together as a group and then this storm hit. A few of us have done this type mission before but most were brand new. They

have performed nearly flawlessly in a horrible situation. I am so proud of them. This is the largest National Guard domestic response in Alabama

history, more than twice the size of the nearest competition. At the peak we have nearly 3000 Soldiers and Airmen on duty all across the State in over 100 separate missions. I have made 3 damage assessment trips in the past two weeks to see the destruction and visit our units in the field for some

"ground zero" feedback. No level of situation awareness in an EOC can compare to being there to see it. Our troops have done amazing things out there and they are still hard at work. We have been hit hard. Over 230 dead, nearly 4000 injured, many more homeless and have lost everything, damage estimate

around $5 Billion. Tuscaloosa, Birmingham, Cullman severely damaged. Dozens of smaller towns. Hackleburg in Marion county is completely destroyed, the whole town. I could talk about all the sites I have been to and I could tell hours of stories about the EOC but right now I will just pass on observations

about today's trip. See below.

*****************

I am in the air as I type this on board one of our helicopters. Over Birmingham right now. North side. Blue FEMA tarps cover roofs everywhere. They are the lucky ones. Whole neighborhoods smashed. Houses in rubble or gone from their foundations entirely. You can tell most  are modest neighborhoods where bills can be a challenge each month and good

home-property insurance is not a certainty for all. They will suffer to rebuild. What is obviously churned earth, fallen trees and smashed structures right

below you turns into an ugly brown stripe as it extends away from you, a mile wide scar that stretches as far as you can see from the air all the way to Tuscaloosa. You know it is natural, nature's fury but it looks like a

violation, an attack.Very different from the air compared to what I have seen on the ground. We

are heading to Hackleburg which was completely destroyed. I was there on the ground the other day. One of the worst scenes of destruction I have ever

seen.  What will it look like from above? We are meeting on the ground there. Keep you posted.

From the air Hackleburg looks like it was hit by a small nuclear weapon. Damage is linear nor circular otherwise same effect. You can see the same

type of brown scar from the air we saw in Birmingham. Doesn't look as wide as

the scar to the south but it was wide enough to swallow little Hackleburg whole. It runs off to the North where it found Phil Campbell.  We land in a field near the high school. Our LZ is marked by large rocks spray painted safety orange.
The town is totally destroyed.  Almost nothing left standing. Every public building destroyed, schools, town hall, police and fire station all gone. 197 homes destroyed. The city's main employer, Wrangler is no more. The building is crushed. A dozen tractor trailers lay behind it by the loading docks. They look like crushed beer cans. Some stacked on top of each other, one wrapped around a water tank, one on the remains of the factory roof. The building is almost completely flat. Wrangler spokesman Brett Farve is in town visiting relief workers. Locals and the Guard troops are excited. I don't think the Amish-Mennonite Christian Men's Charity workers here from up north know who he is.  There are dozens of them here with their distinctive beards, hats and suspenders.

What structures remain have codes spray painted on the sides by the SAR teams. If you can read them they tell you when it was searched and how many

people they found, alive, hurt or dead. If you didn’t know what it was, you might think it was graffiti, if you know, it looks like an epitaph. Wall that still stand are covered in a strange coating that looks a little like moss, upon inspection it is a coating of insulation torn from hundreds of  buildings, shredded in the wind, soaked in the rain and plastered on the

walls.
In town the high school and grade school are wrecked. Debris, swollen school books, desks are everywhere. Brightly colored children's art work is still

taped to the remaining walls of classrooms otherwise sucked clean of furniture. I can't help but think about visiting my son's classroom to see his artwork the other day (or was it really 3 weeks ago now?). The play ground at the elementary school was destroyed. The monkey bars, swings and other items are twisted like pipe cleaners and thrown all over. Only the

merry-go-round remains. It is not hard to imagine it spinning desperately in the gale, empty, amid its ruined playmates. The only cleared area around the

schools is the football field. A group of school kids from a small town in Georgia came and cleared it. The city wanted it clear because that is where the local children meet in the mornings to be bused to two nearby churches to attend class. They didn't want the kids to wait for the bus surrounded by rubble.

One child is still missing. They mayor called him by name when we met with him. He earns $20 a week as the mayor. He says he is earning it. He reminds

us that Hackleburg was completely destroyed before, in 1948 by a tornado. They rebuilt it then. He tells us with pride but no vanity that they will rebuild it again. They have a good handle on what happened to all the locals. They are still sorting out the cars that were travelling through town on Hwy 43. Most don't have plates anymore. They are trying to account for those

people. One couple in town emerged from their wrecked home and found a small girl unconscious in their yard. They revived her and asked who she was and where she was from. "I'm from Mississippi". Her family had been traveling through town by car. It was found a mile away.

They have lots of local help. Half of the Florence PD must be here. Mayor said 3000 volunteers where here over the weekend. The need is still great even so. FEMA, AEMA, USACE all here. Red Cross and volunteer organizations from all over. A huge food tent is set up to feed the workers. Groups run huge grills all day cranking out hot food. The pallets of water and Gatorade remind me of Iraq. If you want to volunteer, just show up anywhere in town, they will point you to where you sign in to help. Come self-sustaining. Tell

your friends.

The Church of God in Hackleburg is smashed. The ICP (Incident Command Post) is in the parking lot. It was a brand new building. The outer walls are still

up but the building is a total loss. The sanctuary roof is gone but the steel beams and lots of debris all crashed down inside. The only undamaged piece of

furniture is the alter "Do this is Remembrance of Me" clearly legible on the front. It is un-scratched. It is made of glass. They have a huge tent set up

out front with a hand painted sign "Hackleburg Community Church", all the local congregations hold joint services there on Sundays.

"God Saves - We are Alive" is spray painted on the remaining wall of a house near what was down town Hackleburg. The rest of the neighborhood is gone.

Some of the cement home foundations are torn from the ground and flipped upside down. Others are smooth with no trace of what once stood there. The

locals said it was a brick rancher neighborhood. Where did those bricks go?

There are a few houses across town still left relatively undamaged. They seem awkward and out of place in the field of debris. But houses don't get survivors guilt.

Also out of place is the town cemetery. No damage. It takes a minute to figure out why it looks strange. Then you realize, every grave has bright flowers on it. The town's Decoration day came last week. They must have had to drive at least an hour to find a place open and selling plastic flowers. But they did. The generation of 1948 would be proud.

CNN was here the other day. They asked the Police Chief where all the towns people were because the shelters are empty. He said "have you heard of the

Body of Christ? Our people are there, in the care of their own". They will be back, he tells the uncomprehending reporter.

Some are still here living in tents by their wrecked homes to fend off looters from out of town. They don't really need to. There are so many police and Guard troops here they arrest most. They don't fare well either. The chief said the judges are in no mood for foolishness. No bonds issued. The jailers down at the  Marion county jail make sure to tell the other inmates

"here's another looter from Hackleburg". Probably makes for some tough nights. Good. There is no jail left in Hackleburg, just a cell on a slab

surrounded by rubble. Thank God it is there because that is how the police chief survived the storm.  This town needs that man.

There are American flags everywhere. Little ones stuck in yards. Big flags on make-shift poles. They are the flags of survivors. Saw damaged flags too, some still flying, a few tangled and torn in debris outside of town. I can't imagine the people I met will leave them there for long. Once the people are taken care of, they will get their Flags.

Typing this as we move around. Just found out the Amish came from Pennsylvania. They have established their own village between Hackleburg and

Phil Campbell. They are rebuilding houses for people with no insurance. They may ride buggies at home but they came here in new work trucks with lots of

tools. They nod when they pass you but do not speak unless engaged.

Phil Campbell now. Also a wreck. Not gone like Hackleburg but heavily damaged. Larger town so damage doesn't seem so complete. Actually had more deaths here than in Hackleburg. So impressed with the officials here in Phil Campbell too. They seem squared away. They rode the storm out in their EOC. A new hardened structure that took a direct hit and survived. They never left their posts. They are operating out of it today. Tax money well spent. That

same building is currently the fire station, pharmacy, clinic, EOC and volunteer center for the town. Uniforms everywhere but the man directing

traffic at the intersection is a civilian in an orange vest and a blue Navy veteran's hat emblazoned with "CVV Coral Sea". The uniformed officers can use

the help. Someone takes his place and he makes a b-line for us. Can he help us in any way he asks? Then shows us where the cold water is.

Spoke with a retired Guardsman now a lieutenant with the Forestry Department. Turns out we were in the same place at the same time in Iraq. He is running

the ICP downtown. They pulled him in to do that after he had already recovered 5 bodies and saved 2 more people that were badly hurt.  They rotate

those guys so they don't have the strain of that on them for too long. This man was tough but you could feel the strain on him. Tough man. No doubt.

This has brought out the best and the worst in people. The police busted a scrap looting ring. Folks would loot scrap metal and take it to a licensed scrap collector who bought it on the cheap and then sold it at a profit to a scrap yard. While in Phil Campbell a lady was filing a report that some people came by with a trailer and offered to help her move her remaining

possessions and then drove off with them. Some company that sell storm shelters has little yard signs stuck up all over town.  Disgusting.

Much more common is the good. Over worked civic leaders giving their all. Our Soldiers everywhere. Police from as far as Orange Beach and Dothan.

Volunteers from Ohio, Mississippi, Tennessee and farther.  So much help but still so much need.

Flying back to Montgomery now. I don't know what to think. We have executed the largest (by 2x!) Guard response in State history. Execution was nearly

flawless. But it is a drop in the well of need out here.  I am tired, sick, proud, sad, hopeful. I know I am too tired because my emotions are on edge. I tear up as I type this, glad I am wearing sunglasses in front of my peers. It has been a long two weeks in the EOC but not as long as in Hackleburg.

Flying home we cross the path of the Tuscaloosa-Birmingham tornado again. This time the brown scar runs through the country side, still as far as you

can see. Mostly destroyed trees and churned earth. Occasionally a remote home is in the path. Some have obvious roof damage. Some are destroyed completely. The little debris fields are mostly white and yellow,(cheap siding and 2x4s)

blown through the fallen trees, from the air it looks like someone dumped an ashtray from a slow moving car.

We fly over Chilton County. I see the big Peach water tower off of I-65. A huge water tower painted like a ridiculous giant Peach. It is undamaged, as

is most of Chilton County. It cheers me. It looks like a symbol to me. It is a sign. Alabama survives. It lives and it will rebuild. I am so proud to be a

member of the Alabama National Guard. 3000 of whom were there when their state needed them the most. We had more ready if they were called. At least

half the units we deployed will either leave for Afghanistan soon or just got home from theater. They never hesitated when they were called to serve on 27

April or the days that followed. The Guard is ready for war there or disaster here. To those of you who are citizens of Alabama, be proud of them. They do

you proud.

I am back in the EOC in Montgomery now for a little while. The phones are quiet. Tomorrow will be busy again. I am going home to my undamaged house and

kiss my wife and children and thank God for his mercy, then go to sleep.

Jim

LTC Jim Hawkins

Deputy Director of Military Support

JFHQ-Alabama National Guard
