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Rising above the storm 
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Innovative program helps 	
Southwest Louisiana in 
building a safer future 

IN THE HEART OF AMERICA’S GULF COAST, as hurricane season returns  
to Southwest Louisiana, a new chapter in resilience takes shape, drawn from a 
culture that endures and a community that stands—and now rises—together. 

This summer, even as the National Weather Service announces names for the  
storms expected this season, the Southwest Coastal Louisiana Non-Structural 
Coastal Storm Risk Management Project is lifting houses and hopes. 

Homes of thousands of residents in Cameron, Calcasieu, and Vermilion par­
ishes may now weather future storms with strength, safety, and sustainability, 
officials say. Led by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) and Louisiana’s 
Coastal Protection and Restoration Authority (CPRA), this initiative is more than  
a flood control effort: It’s what they are calling a community-first investment 
in people, homes, and the ecosystems that define this region. 

Safer Homes, Stronger Communities 
At the heart of the program is a simple but transformative idea: when the next storm hits, homes 
should be ready. Rather than constructing costly levees that may disrupt the environment, this 
precedent-setting, state- and federally funded initiative targets homes most at risk of flooding 
by lifting them with hydraulic jacks and securing them on beams above the 100-year floodplain. 
This system is designed to help houses withstand flooding from Category 3 and Category 4 
storms. Homeowners pay nothing, aside from possible minor code compliance repairs and 
their own expense while they must be out of the house during the lifting phase. 

So far, 18 homes in Lake Charles are in the pilot phase, with hundreds more screened. Ultimately, 
the project aims to protect up to 3,500 structures. Approximately 1,000 homes are targeted in 
the initial phase. The effort represents a strong return on investment, as every dollar invested 
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CLOCKWISE FROM LEFT: Lake Charles homeowners Majorie and Ricardo Baca stand in front of 
their finished home. After 26 years weathering storm damage, their home was lifted six feet in 
a single day through an innovative U.S. Army Corps of Engineers pilot that does “pinpoint” level 
flood control. Center: Theresa and John Needham, forced from their home by Hurricane Rita and 
again by Hurricane Ike, will see their house lifted 10 feet this summer through the program. Offi-
cials conduct a site inspection. Homes eligible for the program must be brought up to code by the 
homeowner; otherwise, all costs are covered by the federal government. 

is projected to save five dollars in potential damages, and it’s being used 
nationwide to establish criteria for such projects in coastal areas elsewhere. 

Lifting Hopes 
The first homes in Lake Charles began elevation in late 2024, with more than 
300 properties already progressing through the screening phase and construc-
tion in 2025. Participation is voluntary and limited to homes identified in the 
Corps’ study. The goal is to offer a sustainable, environmentally conscious 
solution to flooding in an area known for lush Acadiana wetlands, waterways, 
and low-country coastal terrain. 

Faces of Hope 
During an early summer thunderstorm in Lake Charles, U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers senior project manager Darrel Broussard and project manager 
Dawn Reed visited some of the people that the Southwest Coastal program 
is helping most. 

As thunder and lightning cracked across the sky and rain filled streets and 
gutters, the threat of hurricane season felt ominous and all too urgent. Broussard 
and Reed were there as a calm presence, helping to ensure everything is in place 
for the next phase of home elevations in the coming weeks. 

For Louisiana native and project homeowner Theresa Witherwax, the threat 
of flooding was all too familiar. She lost her husband recently, shortly after her 
home was damaged by a hurricane. 

The goal is to offer a sustainable, environmentally conscious 
solution to flooding in an area known for lush Acadiana 
wetlands, waterways, and low-country coastal terrain. 

“I’ve flooded twice—well, almost three times—and after each storm, I 
had to tear out paneling, sheetrock, everything,” she says. “I just can’t go 
through a storm like that again. My kids won’t let me. My son says next 
time he’s making me move, but I’ve been here almost 20 years, and I don’t 
want to move.” 

Now, she won’t have to. Her house will be raised six feet this summer, giving 
her a bright view of not only her neighborhood but her future. 

Witherwax was one of the first residents to sign up when the Army Corps 
held a town hall-style meeting in 2019 to inform eligible homeowners. “It took 
years, but now it’s finally happening,” she says. “I’m so excited!” 

Her son, a construction estimator, reviewed the plans and, as she recalls,  
said: “They’re going to do a top-notch job; clearly these people know what  
they’re doing.” 

A few miles away in a long-established but low-lying neighborhood with 
creeks, bayous, canals, and a lake nearby, longtime residents Theresa and John 
Needham will see their house lifted more than 10 feet higher this summer. 

“Twice we’ve experienced storm-surge flooding. After Hurricane Rita, 20 

years ago, our area was devastated. Our house had so much water damage, we 
couldn’t move back in for almost two years. And then Hurricane Ike hit!” Ms. 
Needham says. “It flooded and took three days for the water to recede. But it 
wasn’t just the water: During Rita there were snakes, mud, and more. With Ike, 
it was briny saltwater. It was awful.” 

Even worse was the grief. 
“We lost so much, even our children’s baby photos. With each storm I gained 

so much appreciation for what’s really important and how kind people are. We 
are lucky to live in this part of the world, even with its challenges. 

“Hurricanes Rita, Ike, and Laura all devastated this community, so every  
summer we get nervous as hurricane season approaches. It makes a lot of  
sense to preempt the situation, and we feel fortunate we qualified and were 
chosen. It’s nice the Army Corps saw the potential in our neighborhood and 
is preserving it. We’ve seen many of our friends’ homes get raised. Now it’s our 
turn, and we’re grateful and full of anticipation.” 

Priceless Peace of Mind 
Lake Charles homeowners Marjorie and Ricardo Baca were among the first 
to have their house lifted through this project. They’ve lived in this house for 
26 years and suffered damage from several storms, but this spring their home 
was lifted six feet in a single day. 

“Most people dream of a treehouse, and now we’ve got one,” says Mr. Baca, 94. 
“It’s like having our own Noah’s Ark just in time for hurricane season.” 

The process was as remarkable as the result. 
Workers dug tunnels beneath the home for the 
hydraulic jacks. Says Mr. Baca: “Four men with 
shovels and buckets did it all by hand. It was 
incredible to see.” 

Mrs. Baca said she was thrilled. “Nothing in 
the house was touched or broken. Dishes stayed 

in the china cabinet, trinkets sat on the shelves, art hung on the walls. The 
electricity stayed on, and so did the refrigerator and freezer. We didn’t have to 
move a thing, and it all came out perfect.” 

For the Bacas, this wasn’t just a lift: It was a gift. The Army Corps spent about 
$200,000 to elevate the house and even installed an outdoor elevator-like lift, 
so the couple doesn’t have to climb stairs or carry groceries up them. That they 
are no longer required to have flood insurance saves the couple some $5,000 
a year, and their house’s value has increased. Best of all, they say, the peace of 
mind is priceless. 

Rising Together 
The initiative, says Broussard, is about more than flood protection: it’s about 
legacy, safety, and quality of life. With every home that is elevated and every 
marsh that is restored, Southwest Louisiana is rising, literally and figuratively. 
This program is lifting homes and hopes, preserving heritage, and setting a 
national example for how to thrive in spite of increasingly uncertain storm 
threats. —J.T. 
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A region worth saving 
Preserving a cultural and environmental jewel of Louisiana 

Standing at the edge of Southwest Louisiana, near 
the glimmering Gulf Coast, Lake Charles is more than 
a scenic stop along I-10. It’s a soulful city embracing 
rich culture, age-old culinary traditions, delicate 
ecosystems, and sweet Southern charm 

But this lush lakeside city of creeks, canals, 
bayous, and wetlands faces a constant—and ever 
increasing—threat of flooding. Naturally, the delicate 
balance between land and water has shaped the way 
of life for generations, but rising waters and stronger 
storms now endanger even more homes and busi-
nesses, as well as the very culture that tells its story. 

The U.S.Army Corps of Engineers’ new program to 
lift homes above the 100-year floodplain is a crucial 
step toward protecting residents and maintaining the 
community’s continuity, says Dawn Reed, a project 
manager with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. The 
project safeguards buildings, the environment and 
factors harder to quantify: the stories, traditions, 
and livelihoods that are deeply connected to this 
unique landscape. 

The food culture here, with its spicy gumbo, 
crawfish boils, and hand-crafted boudin, tells the 
story of people who have thrived on the bounty of 
these waters. The music, from zydeco to Cajun to 
country, is the soundtrack of family gatherings and 
festive celebrations passed down through generations. 
And the art, expressed in murals, museums, and 
community events, captures the spirit of resilience 
and creativity born of this love of land and water. 

Preserving Culture and History 
Lake Charles is a cradle 
of Cajun, Creole, and 
Acadian traditions, 
expressed through 
festivals, food, music, 
and art. At the heart of 
its historic downtown 
lies the Charpentier 
Histor ic  Distr ict  ,  
an area of turreted 

Victorian mansions and cottages from the lumber-
boom era, each telling a story of resilience and 
design. Nearby, the Historic City Hall Arts and Cultural 
Center hosts rotating exhibits from regional and 
national artists in a beautifully preserved structure. 
Lake Charles’ popular Mardi Gras Museum will 

reopen this November in a new location, featuring 
Louisiana’s largest collection of authentic Mardi 
Gras royalty regalia, costumes, and more, preserv-
ing Carnival traditions loved throughout Louisiana. 

Louisiana’s 
Culinary Love 
Language 
In Lake Charles, food is 
storytelling.With a nod to 
Louisiana’s French roots, 
The Bekery, a Parisian-
style café offers buttery 
croissants, quiches, and 
French-press coffee in a casual yet elegant space. 
Seafood lovers enjoy Salt Revival Oyster Co., set 
within the Cameron Alternative Oyster Culture Park. 
This sustainable aquaculture site produces fresh 
Gulf oysters and helps restore coastal ecosystems. 
For an upscale experience in one of the oldest and 
finest gaming resorts in Lake Charles, Ember Grille & 
Wine Bar at L’Auberge Casino Resort delivers hand-
some steakhouse vibes and Drago’s next door offers 
traditional Louisiana seafood favorites. 

Art, Science, 
and Nature in 
Harmony with 
community 
Art and nature are 
equally dear to the 
w arm, w e lc  oming 
Lake Charles locals 
and the region’s visitors. 
Families can explore a 
co-mingling of education, play and wildlife discovery 
at Port Wonder, a new 32,000-square-foot waterfront 
facility housing the Children’s Museum of Southwest 
Louisiana and the Louisiana Nature & Science Center. 

Nature lovers head to the Creole Nature Trail All-
American Road. Spanning over 180 miles, and called 
“Louisiana’s Outback,” it wends through untouched 
marshlands, beaches, and bird sanctuaries. 

Creativity and community go hand in hand here 
where artists capture cultural traditions in murals, 
chefs by revising heirloom recipes. Notes project 
manager Reed: the region isn’t just worth visiting; 
it’s worth protecting. —J.T. 

Living with Water 
New approach focuses on 
resilience of individual properties 
rather than major levee builds 
When floods regularly threaten entire cities,  those  
responsible for reducing flood risk often have  
clear alternatives.  They turn to things like levees  
that wall off the threat and protect the thousands  
or hundreds of thousands of people whose lives  
and properties are at risk. 

But when a threatened area has a more rural 
population and the economic benefits of a 
large project less evident, the U.S. Army Corps 
of Engineers (with its partners) is increasingly 
looking to what the agency calls “pinpoint level 
risk reduction.” 

Phrases like “living with water” and “resil-
ience in properties” have become a common  
vocabulary across Coastal Louisiana as the  
Corps and its coastal partners launch a half  
dozen projects looking to help home and  
business owners, one by one, to either lift or  
flood-proof their coastal spots. 

These nonstructural flood risk management 
projects are being used as national models for 
an agency looking for more environmentally 
friend and cost-effective flood alternatives. 

“A lot of people want access to water, and  
they don’t want to be separated by a big flood  
wall or levee.  This is an opportunity to provide  
that,” says Amanda Landry, senior project  
manager for three coastal Louisiana projects  
that feature such nonstructural alternatives. 

The projects can also support workplaces 
that serve navigation and other waterfront 
industries, notes Leslie Prochaska, the 
nonstructural subject matter expert for the 
Army Corps. Additionally, traditional solutions 
like levees are not only 
expensive to build; 
they have to weave 
through the landscape  
in a way that impacts  
infrastructure like  
major roadways.  
The new shift looks  
at reducing impacts  
and being more cost  
effective but also at  
benefits like environ-
mental impacts that  
are harder to quantify. 

“It’s not just looking  
at a 50 year period  
study horizon,”  
Prochaska says. “But  
now comprehensively  
looking at benefits.” 

FOR MORE  
Find information on  
other non-structural  
projects or studies  
underway on the  
Louisiana Coast, go  
to mvn.usace.army. 
mil and look for the  
South Central Coast,  
Louisiana project;  
St. Tammany Parish  
project; Amite River  
and Tributaries  
feasibility study;  
and Tangifiho Parish  
Louisiana Flood Risk  
Management Study 
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HOME IMPROVEMENT 
BIG RIVER STYLE 

 

  

Like any home renovation project,  
restoring homes for wild residents of the Mississippi  
River takes time and planning. This summer, such an  
improvement project within the Upper Mississippi 
River National Wildlife and Fish Refuge near  
Guttenberg, Iowa, moves from plans on paper to  
construction equipment on the water. 

­

­

“The Lower Pool 10 Habitat Restoration and 
Enhancement Project is the largest Upper Mississippi 
River Restoration project ever to get into construction,” 
says John Henderson, UMMR program manager for 
the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, St. Paul Division. 
More than 40 individual improvements were con­
sidered and reviewed to create the final list. 

The first focus of the project is the South Ferry 
Slough site which encompasses 1,000 acres of side 
channel and islands one mile upstream of Lock and 
Dam 10. U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service McGregor 
District manager Kendra Pednault describes the 
area as a broad open expanse of water with scattered 
horseshoe-shaped islands with a few remnant trees 
and many bald eagle nests. Anglers and waterfowl 
hunters use the area seasonally for fishing and hunting. 

It took a partnership of the Corps, Fish and Wildlife 
Service, and the Iowa and Wisconsin Departments 
of Natural Resources to identify the habitat needs 
specific to this stretch of river and design features, 
such as reinforced islands and rock mounds, to 
meet those needs. 

The river’s history created the need for such work. 
“Lower Pool 10 has a lack of diversity, and that’s due to 
the lock and dam system raising water levels, which 
ultimately killed the trees on the islands. And then 
once they lose trees, the islands erode away,” says 
Ryan Hupfeld, Iowa DNR Mississippi River habitat 
coordinator who works on the project team. 

Each project feature serves a specific habitat 
need. The island stabilization and creation protects 

the backwaters from wave energy and transport of 
sediment. That lets submerged aquatic vegetation 
flourish, and that benefits fisheries, waterfowl and 
many other species. 

Even the construction methods used are benefiting 
the project, Henderson said. Sand for the base layer 
of the new islands is dredged from the Mississippi’s 
main navigation channel, an annual task needed 
to keep commercial river traffic moving. The top 
layer of the new islands is sediment dredged from 
Bussey Lake, deepening it to improve wintering fish 
habitat. The rock reinforcing some islands will be 
placed so it can provide crevices for mudpuppies, 
large aquatic salamanders whose presence indicates 
good water quality. 

A thriving mudpuppy population offers hope for the 
recovery of the salamander mussel, a candidate for 
listing as a federally endangered species. Mudpuppies 
are the only known host for the mussel’s larvae, which 
develop on the mudpuppy’s gills before dropping off. 

“All the parts of this project are tied together to 
make a functional ecosystem. That’s what we target.” 
Henderson said. 

It’s especially exciting when you can address a 
large enough area that you can flip the project area 
from one that’s turbid to one with clear water, says 
Hupfield. Similar habitat restoration projects in 
Pools 8 and 9 have demonstrated the success of this 
approach, as confirmed by aerial photography and 
water quality data. 

Work on the South Ferry Slough project will 
continue for three to four years with an estimated 
cost of $15 million, Henderson said. But this work is 
only the first step for Lower Pool 10. Just upstream, 
the North Ferry Slough and McMillan Island proj­
ects are designed and awaiting funding to proceed. 
Completing all three stages will require $40 million. 

“We’re very passionate about these projects, and 

it seems like they take a long time, but it really is 
a great bang for the buck. I really have high hopes 
for this project to be very successful for the entire 
ecosystem, whether it be mussels, fish, wildlife, 
birds, water quality, aquatic vegetation, or aquatic 
invertebrates. So I’m very excited and think it’s one 
of the best, if not the best, ecosystem restoration 
program in the world,” Hupfeld said. 

The projects are important not only for the habitats 
they restore, team members say, but the partnership 
they build. Ultimately, the general public also benefits 
as they recreate on the river, which includes wildlife 
observation, hunting and fishing, as well as general 
recreation in a beautiful area. —D.D. 

Creating a new framework for climate adaptation 

Workshop participants on a field tour 
at Aggasiz National Wildlife Refuge. 

Not so long ago, climate patterns changed slowly or imperceptibly. Historical trends for water flows and sedimentation 
informed project planning and resource management decisions in wildlife refuges along the Upper Mississippi River. Past 
conditions no longer foretell future events, so a series of workshops sought a framework on which refuge manners could 
incorporate anticipated—or unanticipated—weather conditions into their planning. 

One of the options: Make the best of the situation. 
The project led to the publication “Managing for Tomorrow: A Climate Adaptation Decision Framework.” It was produced 

by scientists at the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS), U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) and University of Minnesota 
Climate Adaptation Partnership. It included teams from the Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge in Ohio, Agassiz National 
Wildlife Refuge in Minnesota and the Illinois River National Fish and Wildlife Refuge. 

“In engineering they have a concept called stationarity—that things are going to remain the same. The hydrology in our 
river system, as well as the Great Lakes and elsewhere, is becoming non-stationary. We cannot rely on the past as much as we could,” said Kristen L. Bouska, a 
research ecologist at the USGS Upper Midwest Environmental Sciences Center in La Crosse, Wisconsin. 

Conventional natural resource management and restoration actions tend to focus on historical reference conditions or restoring lost habitats, but the intensify
ing of flood and drought events forces the consideration of whether such actions remain feasible in the future, the guide states. 

“As ecosystems near potential transformations, land managers will need to consider if such a change state is acceptable. This reflection may identify opportuni
ties for managers to step back and let the change happen or identify opportunities to act in a manner that directs the ecosystem to a more desirable state.” –R.S. 

4 U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Mississippi Valley Division 



  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 
   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 

 
 
 
 

 
  

  
 

  

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
  

  
 
 

  
 

    
 
 

  
 

 
 

  

 
 
 
 

   
 
 

  
  

 

 

 

 

Collecting data from new heights
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DRONES LET ROCK ISLAND DISTRICT EXPAND ITS IMPACT
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 When the U.S.Army Corps of Engineers needs 
to assess the safety of locks and dams or 
perform routine bridge maintenance, the 
team previously had to rely on high-resolution 

photography or risky manned inspections. Now, across the 
country, emerging technology is changing the way that the 
Corps collects data about the sites it surveys. 

In the Rock Island District, the team is harnessing the 
power of aerial drones to survey waterfront infrastructure 
along the Mississippi River in ways that not only increase 
efficiency but also make key sites safer for the Corps and 
the general public. 

“This has been a good way to get into areas where we 
couldn’t or would have had to use a pair of binoculars,” says 
Supervisory Natural Resources Specialist Doug Vogel, who 
is based in the Rock Island District. 

The work the crews are doing is much different than  
“people just going out with the drone and taking photos for  
public affairs purposes,”  says Vogel,  master trainer for the  
Corps aviation team.  While the size and types of aircrafts being used may look similar to what many 
are familiar with when it comes to hobbyist photography or leisure drones, the ways the team is using 
them are more about data collection and analysis. 

For instance, when the team is flying a bridge or dam inspection mission, they can get within six 
inches of the concrete or steel to take close-up pictures of the structure to evaluate areas that may 
need repair or attention. In recent years, the team has even started to use drones with multispectral 
cameras to document and monitor the health of vegetation in areas in and along the Mississippi River. 

The team currently has 21 active crew members, coming from all sorts of backgrounds from across 
the Corps, from park rangers and geographers to hydro surveyors, land surveyors, and engineer techs. 

Computer Scientist Ryan Benac has been a part of the efforts for the three years he’s been working 
at the Corps. Benac, who has a background in geology as well as computer and data sciences, says the 
experience has been an interesting intersection of his professional areas of expertise. 

“[The drones] provide flood support and evaluate dam and levee safety, reducing risk to life in some 
cases,’ Benac says. “That’s a big thing that we’re happy to contribute toward.” 

For example, the team has used models created of a site in Cedar Rapids that the Corps flew in 
2022 and again in 2024 to see how the river has changed and how factors like construction and new 
development have impacted the area over time. If a levee breaches, we can fly that, Benac says, and 
get a good, quick estimate of how many cubic yards of material are needed to fill it.” 

While the technology may seem flashy, Vogel says each of the missions takes meticulous planning, 
days in advance.After identifying a mission and securing the necessary approvals, teams inventory and 
charge equipment. On fight day, setting up the control point and positioning targets is often the most 
time-consuming part of a mission. These targets work with the drone’s GPS point and help increase 
the accuracy of the coordinates the team collects. 

In the future, the team hopes to be able to harness the power of drones with LIDAR (Light Detection 
and Ranging), a remote sensing technology that helps build even more detailed 3D models of an area 
or structure. —M.B. 

MyMISSISSIPPI 

Liz Altieri, 34, Boston 
Mississippi River walker— 

hiking from the headwaters 
(late March) to Venice, Louisiana 

(arrival sometime in July) 

“I’m walking the length of the Mississippi River, and 
the fact that I made it as far as I have (Hello, from Nat­
chez, Mississippi) is a testament to all of the support 
and encouragement I’ve received from people up and 
down the entire river. I’m walking alone, but I don’t feel 
lonely at all; I’ve felt overwhelming warmth and con­
nection from ‘strangers’ every single day. 

“I’ve learned so much about hospitality as a value 
and how important it is. I expected to camp way more 
often than I have. People have opened their homes 
and then called friends downriver who then open their 
homes, and the cycle keeps going. I anticipated eat­
ing mostly peanut butter, but so many of the people 
have shared home-cooked meals, homemade maple 
syrup, garden grown veggies and grains, local apples, 
pancakes. As I walk, people sometimes pull over to ask 
if I need directions, water, or anything else. 

“This walk has been a dream of mine for a long 
time. Underneath everything, the reason I’m doing 
this is because it’s what makes me feel alive, walking 
and going through places I might not otherwise get to 
if I weren’t moving slowly on my feet, connecting with 
people along the way. Before I started, I thought maybe 
I needed a clear purpose, but I kind of wanted to do this 
for pleasure and enjoyment. This is what makes me feel 
alive and brings me joy, and that’s enough. 

“I was initially inspired by 
someone I met just once 12 
years ago named Annie, who 
was telling a story at a pot­
luck about how she planned 
to walk across the country. I 
was lit up, and her story stuck 
with me. I like to follow bodies 
of water. One, because you 
can’t really get lost; and two, 
because river towns tend to 
be rich with culture. It also 
feels more intuitive to me. The 
Mississippi River goes across the whole country, and I’d 
never been anywhere that the Mississippi goes. 

“John Ruskey (a river guide and well-known canoe 
builder) taught me the phrase ‘river time’ which feels 
true to the way I’ve been moving on this journey— 
present with what is and guided by something other 
than counting miles and calendar days. I’m grateful 
for the patience of friends and people I’ve met along 
the way when my answer to ‘when will you finish?’ is ‘I 
have no idea, I’m just taking it day by day.’” 
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Leading with hands— 
and hearts 
Disaster missions help communities 
in times of greatest need 

P
atrick Moes rattles off the 
names like they’re people 
with whom he’s on a first 
name basis: Maria, Harvey, 
Sandy, Florence. 

And like many of his colleagues  
within the U.S. Army Corps of  
Engineers, he is intimately familiar  
with the havoc posed by these hurri-
canes and their sister wildfires, floods  
and other natural disasters. 

The deputy public affairs chief 
based in the St. Paul District is fresh 
off a mission in California. There, he 
coordinated outreach and communica-
tions efforts during one of the highest 
profile fires in the country’s history, 

in one of its major media markets. Prior to that, he worked Maui wildfires, 
North Carolina floods, a Fort Myers hurricane and more—a total of 20 natural 
disasters (and counting). 

While deployed to disaster zones, he and other Corps volunteers who partner  
with the Federal Emergency Management Agency work 12-hour days, seven 
days a week, in often austere conditions. Not required to go, why do so many 
volunteer without hesitation? 

“Honestly it’s the best thing the Corps of Engineers does,” Moes says. “The 
most rewarding thing anyone can do is to go and help a community in their 
time of greatest need.” 

Here are a few stories of those who regularly answer the call—and why. 

Col. Eric Swenson – the leader 
Col. Swenson’s first mission with the Corps was in Maui, in February of 2024, 
when he was called to lead the Corps through the debris removal process of 
impacted homes. At the time, it was the most complex large debris removal 
the Corps had done with 1,500 properties impacted. 

“I got home from that in August, and in September 2024 I got asked to come 

back out, partially because I had built rapport and trust with FEMA and the 
EPA,” he says. “I absolutely love serving others, so I’m happy to raise my hand.” 

What he volunteered for was unprecedented, however. If Maui had 1,500 
properties, the California wildfires left behind 12,048 destroyed homes and 
buildings. He was to oversee 350 Corps employees volunteering at any given 
time as well as the 3,000 contractors doing the debris removal. 

The 50 hours of public meetings he held at first were just the beginning of 
establishing trust and a good flow of information. Los Angeles’s political land-
scape is particularly complicated and diverse—from the varied socio-economic  
backgrounds to the big personalities and influence found in spots like Hollywood  
and Beverly Hills. Call centers were run in both Spanish and English, appear-
ances made on not just legacy media like major local newspapers, CBS, and 
NBC, Fox and 60 Minutes, but podcasts, blogs, YouTube, community centers 
and churches. At the same time, he oversaw contractors running excavators 
and dump trucks. 

“My goal was to reach every single person in the community, figure out what 
media they’re reading or how they’re getting information, and to get in front 
of that platform so I could explain the facts to them. 

“We’re here to keep the site safe, but we’re also ambassadors of the federal 
government who are here to shake survivors’ hands. I say we lead with our  
hands and lead with our hearts. We have two ears and one mouth so that we 
can listen twice as much as we talk.” 

At the end of the day, both military and civilian members of the Corps are public 
servants wanting to help others in need. “To me, what this mission allows me to do 
is serve a public I don’t normally serve through my regular job in St. Paul, Minnesota. 
We get to provide hope and remove the public safety hazard from the community.” 

Jonathan Sobiech – helper to the helpers 
Early in his career, Sobiech says, his hand would go up for any mission in need. 
The deputy chief for Regional Planning and Environment Division North, based 
in the Corps’ St. Paul District, has worked around the nation on debris removal 
projects, roofing missions, power restoration, even public affairs and during 
perhaps the nation’s most visible ever disaster—Hurricane Katrina. He paused 
the volunteering for a bit to raise children then came back to help with hur-
ricane recovery in Puerto Rico, fire debris removal in Maui and then California. 

  
 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 

 

  U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Mississippi Valley Division  6



 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 
   

 
 

 

  
 

 
  

 

 

 

   

  
 

  
 

  
 

 

  

   
 
 

  

 
 

  
 

 

Our Mississippi · Summer 2025

CLOCKWISE FROM LEFT: Spraying the debris from a California wildfire helps ensure there are no burning embers left. 
The January 2025 fires destroyed more than 12,000 homes and businesses. Col. Eric Swenson discusses debris 
removal with California Rep. Doug LaMalfa, while heading the Maui recovery field office in 2023. Long-time crisis zone 
volunteer Jon Sobiech is here on debris cleanup duty in Maui. And Col. Swenson leads the day’s “standup” at com­
mand headquarters in Los Angeles. He starts the day with a standing meeting to go over the day’s schedule. 
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The job has its dangers, even when you’re coming in after the fire is out. 
“We have to wear our safety helmet, glasses, hearing protection, steel-toed boots and a vest. There’s 

so much heavy equipment moving at all times, utilities that you have to make sure are off. You have to 
be sure you don’t get run over or hit by something falling from the sky.” 

But there’s another danger that’s led to the focus of his current role: critical incident stress manage­
ment peer supporter. In simpler terms, he helps the helpers who are traumatized by all they see and are 
helping with. 

“What we do feels good because we’re doing good, but it’s stressful,” he says. “You are helping people get 
closure and move forward, but the whole thing is a traumatic event. You feel the sorrow and the trauma. 
If you don’t feel that, you don’t feel anything. Everyone is there for the common mission of rebuilding 
these people’s lives, but it is surreal. The devastation is unbelievable.” 

Trauma is a normal reaction to an abnormal thing—the loss that accompanies these natural disasters, 
he notes. “Just the act of talking about it helps.” 

Patrick Moes – the Communicator 
No two missions are the same, but all involve communicating risks on a disaster recovery site. That was 
certainly the case while Moes spent five weeks as public affairs chief for the Corps of Engineers recovery 
field office following fires in L.A. and elsewhere. 

“Think of the biggest hazardous materials in your home under the kitchen sink. They’re shelf stable in 
normal environments, but when exposed to high heat and fire they can become really toxic. By extension, 
one of the things we noticed with even the Maui fires is that all the electric vehicles out there are posing 
a very serious risk to the response effort. The battery packs look like a bunch of AA or D-sized batteries. 
But when exposed to high heat, they almost become an unexploded ordnance.” 

Even sharing information can be a bit of a land mine under the stressful conditions of a natural disaster. 
“I try to simplify the language to what I call ‘survivor centric messaging.’ They’ve lost everything they’ve 

ever built or worked for. How do we streamline our message so they understand exactly what we’re doing to 
help them and to give them reasonable expectations to process the next steps? When someone goes through 
an event of that magnitude, they no longer process information in the way most people do. It’s on us to be 
able to understand that, be empathetic and to communicate so they truly understand we’re there to help.” 

What all fires have in common is that they’re indiscriminate, Moes says. In minutes, their child’s 
kindergarten drawings, family heirlooms, it’s all gone. But each also has something different to teach. 

“What was unexpectedly prominent in the Maui mission was the culture,” he said. “One of the words 
I learned really quickly was ‘pono.’ That word means you’re not just to do things fast but to do them 
righteously, being cognizant about the issues of the land and people. I was like, ‘Ok. Sometimes we’re so 
quick to get to the finish line we forget to embrace everything and everyone that helped us get there.” —K.S. 

MyMISSISSIPPI 

Joe Dvorak, 75
 
Retired area lockmaster/
 

disaster volunteer
 
St. Mary’s Point, Minnesota
 

“Katrina hit in September of 2005. I retired Jan. 3, 
2006. Ten days later, I found myself in New Orleans 
working as part of the Retired Annuitant program. 
Since then I’ve been to hurricanes, tornados, floods, 
fires—and in Louisiana, Florida, North Carolina, South 
Carolina, Maui, California, Texas, North Dakota. I figure 
I’ve been on 20 missions. 

“With the Corps, I started as a laborer at St. 
Anthony Falls, the first lock on the Mississippi River, 
in 1971. I worked my way up and got to be a lockmas­
ter and eventually an area lockmaster. With that, you 
talk to lock staff, the public, people from the industry, 
you get to meet a lot of people. How that relates to 
the retirement job I’ve got is that we are the face of 
the Corps. 

“I’ve also learned to deal with crises. At locks, a 
barge might run into a wall or get into the gate. People 
out fishing or boating, they capsize. I have been in 
more rescue and recoveries than I can shake a stick at 
in my years working at a lock. 

“I kind of think I thrive in chaos. I can make sense 
of it. I don’t get too flustered. On these missions, 
you’ve got to kind of fly by seat of your pants, got to 
roll with it. With Katrina, there were like 50 of us called, 
all retired from all parts of the country. We were trying 
to figure out how to set up teams to monitor contrac­
tors, and it was a big job. From Katrina, all the street 
signs were blown away. We had hand-drawn maps, 
and this was before GPS. You had to find some kind 
of landmark. Find that building, go two blocks to the 
left. And you maybe got there and the building had 
one wall standing, and there was debris all over. But 
you have to have permission to pick up a pile or be on 
the property. 

“What we do is go out, work 7 days a week, 12 
hours a day, 30 days minimum, but 45 is more com­
mon. I started when I was 56, I’m now 75. It’s a great 
gig if you want it, but it’s not for everybody, that’s for 
sure. There are people who get there and say, ‘I can’t 
do it. I’m going home.’ 

“I will say this for myself, I get a big kick out of help­
ing people that are in need. I’m a volunteer at heart, 
a 20-year volunteer firefighter, a volunteer in school, 
and I’m on a city board. But this type of volunteerism 
is totally different. You go in, try to make an impact, 
and you leave.” 
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The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers turns 250!
 
IT WAS JUNE 16, 1775, more than a year before the United States would 
became an official country, when the second Continental Congress appointed 
George Washington the commander in chief of the Continental Army.That same 
day, Congress authorized the creation of the post of Army Chief engineer—and 
the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers was born. 

The work the engineers did building fortifications, surveying terrain and 
clearing road proved so valuable that four years later, Congress resolved: 

That the engineers in the service of the United States shall be formed into a 
corps, and styled the“corps of engineers” and shall take rank and enjoy the same 
rights, honours, and privileges, with the other troops…That a commandant of the 
corps of engineers shall be appointed by Congress, to whom their orders, and 
those of the Commander in Chief, shall be addressed… 

The future of the Corps was even more firmly assured in 1802, when President 
Thomas Jefferson established the U.S. Military Academy at West Point, the first 
U.S. school of engineering.  Until 1866,  the superintendent of West Point was an  
engineer officer. One of West Point’s missions was to train generations of military  
engineers to participate in both military and civilian engineering projects on  
behalf of the nation. 

Over the years, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers would play an active role in 
the development and/or completion of many sites in the nation’s capital, includ­
ing the Washington Monument, the Lincoln Memorial, Rock Creek Park, and the 
Library of Congress. It has also maintained a national role in the development of 
coastal fortifications, lighthouses, and waterways, in the improvement of rivers 
and harbors, and in the design, building, and maintenance of structures such 
as bridges, canals, levees, locks, and hydroelectric dams and roads. 

To relieve unemployment during the Great Depression, the U.S. Government 
engaged the Corps of Engineers in planning, constructing, and maintaining a vast 
flood control network of levees along the Mississippi River and its tributaries. 
The dams and locks of the related Upper Mississippi River Nine-Foot Channel 
Project mitigated economic problems and brought a fully navigable interior river 
system to the Midwest. 

Civil Works added as a mission 
It was the General Survey Act of 1824, legislation that authorized the U.S. Army 
Corps of Engineers to conduct surveys for roads and canals and fund (through 
the related Rivers and Harbors Act) navigational improvements on the Mississippi 
and Ohio Rivers. These laws ushered in a new era of civil works legislation that 
shaped the Corps into what it is today. 

The War of 1812 had brought recognition of its civil engineering work, espe­
cially surveying and road building. That following decade, two leading Army 

engineers produced the first official US survey 
of the Mississippi and Ohio rivers and called for 
extensive improvements such as the removal of 
sand bars and other dangerous obstructions. 

It was a high profile wreck, caused by one of 
those snags, and related public outcry that brought 
about the change. The Steamboat Tennessee 
wrecked on a blustery February night in 1823 on 
the Mississippi’s twisting currents near Natchez. 
Snow made visibility difficult when it struck a snag 
and sank.The deaths of more than 60 passengers 
made this one of the first major river disasters in 
U.S. history. 

SOURCE: U.S. ARMY CORPS OF ENGINEERS, HEADQUARTERS 

Vicksburg as a Corps base 
The USACE established its first permanent engineer office in Vicksburg in 1873; 
the Mississippi River Commission established its district offices in 1882, with 
an office in Vicksburg. In 1929, the Mississippi Valley Division moved to town, 
as did the Waterways Experiment Station (known today as ERDC) under the 
leadership of the President of the Mississippi River Commission. 

The division manages all six Corps districts that serve the Mississippi River 
valley, much of the work focused on the globally significant waterway through 
which much of the world’s bird life migrates and exports flow. 

“For 250 years, the Corps of Engineers has been working to safely deliver 
quality projects on schedule and within budget,” said Lt. Gen.William H.“Butch” 
Graham, 56th Chief of Engineers and command­
ing general of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. 
“I’m extremely proud of the 40,000 committed 
USACE teammates who wake up every day to 
solve some of the nation’s toughest challenges.” 

Learn more: www.usace. 
army.mil/250th 

250 years  

THE U.S.  ARMY CORPS OF ENGINEERS: 
•  Operates and maintains over 700 dams 

and reservoirs, which provide flood 
control, water supply, and hydroelectric 
power to millions of Americans. 

•  Maintains over 12,000 miles of 
inland waterways, which facilitate the 
transportation of goods and commerce. 

•  Manages over 150 million acres 
of public lands, which provide 
habitat for wildlife and recreational 
opportunities for the public. 

•  Provides emergency response and 
recovery support to communities 
affected by natural disasters. 

•  Conducts research and development 
to help solve the nation’s most 
challenging problems in civil and 
military engineering, geospatial 
sciences, water resources, and 
environmental sciences for the Army, 
Department of Defense, civilian 
agencies, and the nation’s public good. 

TIMELINE 
1775 USACE 

established as 
Continental 
Army Corps 
of Engineers 

1802 Formally established as 
permanent branch of US Army 

1824 Begin work to improve the 
nation’s harbors and rivers, 
fostering commerce 

1879 Assumes responsibility 
for flood control along 
Mississippi River 

1917-20  Plays key role in constructing 
infrastructure during WWI 

1930s Massive dam building 
program during Great 
Depression 
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Flood control dam creates world-class fishing
 

Our Mississippi · Summer 2025

They say records are made to be broken. But one set on the 
U.S. Army Corps-run Enid Lake on July 31, 1957, seems to be a rare exception 
to that adage. 

On that day, Fred Bright of Memphis caught a five pound, three ounce crap­
pie on the Mississippi lake. And while the world record outlived Mr. Bright, so 
does the lake’s lore and reputation as one of the best freshwater fisheries in 
the country. 

“That was a big, big fish. I hope he ate it,” said Chris Gurner, a natural resources 
specialist at the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers Vicksburg District in Mississippi. 
The Corps, which built the dam that impounded the lake as a flood control 
project in 1952, manages the popular lake and surrounding campgrounds. 

Fred, however, knew immediately he caught a fish that was too special to filet. 
“Fred gives away a lot of the fish he catches, but not that one,” the Memphis 

Press-Scimatar reported. “He grabbed it and lit out for a taxidermy shop to 
have it mounted. He had to keep the proof, for he knew that otherwise, people 
in the future would call him a big liar when he told about the whopper crappie 
he once caught.” 

Bright passed away in 1980 at the age of 64. While a slightly larger black 
crappie has been caught in recent years, he still holds the world record for 
white crappie. 

And the legendary fishery lives on. The popular recreation site is surrounded 
by rolling, forested hills. It is one of four lakes in North Mississippi operated 
by the Corps of Engineers as part of the Yazoo Headwater Project that helps 
protect the Mississippi Delta from flooding. Why is it consistently recognized 
as a premier fishing spot? 

While Enid is known for its crappie, it also holds healthy populations of bass, 
bream and catfish that can reach 20 to 30 pounds. Located just one mile from 
Interstate 55, 72 miles south of Memphis, Tenn., and 140 miles north of Jackson, 
Miss., the Enid Project encompasses over 44,000 acres. The Corps also operates 
five campgrounds with hookups for electricity, water and sewage. 

How to get famous like Fred 
“If you don’t know how to go about achieving fame, you might get yourself a 
pole and fishing line,” wrote a Press-Scimitar outdoors writer after Fred Bright 
became a national celebrity. The writer noted that Fred went fishing every week 
and mostly used minnows to fish for crappie. 

In the year after he caught his big crappie, Bright earned first place in the 
Field & Stream Magazine annual fishing contest. He was recognized in encyclo­
pedias and received a Mississippi Game and Fish Commission award of merit. 
The mounted crappie was displayed at sportsmen’s shows across the country. 
For years newspapers in Memphis published reminders that, amazingly, the 
record still stood. 

The records of the International Game Fish Association list a black crappie 
that weighed just four ounces more than Bright’s white crappie. Lionel Ferguson 
caught that fish in a spring-fed pond near Knoxville, Tenn., in 2018. 

“Noted Fisherman Fred Bright Dies,” was the headline over a newspaper 
item reporting his passing. 

Fred had waged a long battle with heart disease. In 1974  he told a reporter 
for the Memphis Commercial Appeal, “I’m still restricted as to what I can do, 
but the doctors can’t keep me from dreaming about fishing.” —R.S. 
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Paige Laughhunn, 29, Natural Resources Specialist, Carlyle Lake, Illinois 
U.S.  Army Corps of Engineers, Mississippi Valley Division Interpreter of the Year 

“It may sound cheesy, but in a way, this job picked me. I began my career as an intern with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 
while attending college for a bachelor’s degree in environmental science. At the time, I wasn’t sure whether I wanted to work in a 
lab or out in the field, not until I was assigned to be an interpreter. That’s when I discovered my passion. I came to love the teach­
ing aspect of being an interpreter: from revealing the significance of Illinois’ largest manmade lake, Carlyle Lake, to sharing the 
rich history between the mighty Mississippi River and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. 

“I grew up in Southern Illinois, along a quiet country road with just two other houses. I was the only child on the block, so 
most days it was just my dog and me finding ways to entertain ourselves. We explored every part of nature around us, from the 
open fields to the pond behind our house. My father enjoyed fishing, and it was at Rend Lake where I was introduced to even 
more outdoors experiences like boating, camping, and hiking. 

“In 2024, I was honored to be awarded Interpreter of the Year—not  just for my overall work, but specifically for a project I 
independently coordinated: the Leisure at the Lake Summer Series. This initiative brought outdoor educational activities to 
visitors at Carlyle Lake, both local and from afar. With the help of local organizations and businesses, I was able to offer a variety 
of experiences, including astronomy nights, birding talks, and historical sunset tours of the dam. 

“At the end of the day, I simply want to share the love I have for the outdoors. If I talk with a group of 20 visitors, I hope to 
spark curiosity in at least a couple. I don’t want people to miss out. In today’s culture, we’re constantly connected to our phones 
and devices. Even when I’m just walking through my neighborhood, I seek out nature—in the sound of a bird or the shape a leaf. 
It reminds me to be present.” 
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OUR MISSISSIPPI KIDS 

You otter see this! 
River otters are famous for being playful animals.They slide down muddy hills
 
and snow banks. They wrestle. They belly flop. They chase each other. Their
 
playful activities are a teaching tool: they help young otters learn, strengthen
 
their social bonds and improve their hunting skills.
 

Otters can be found all along the Mississippi River, its tributaries, wetlands
 
and backwater areas. They can be easy to spot because of their long bodies.
 
They also have short legs, webbed toes and long, strong tails. Their sleek
 
bodies, webbed toes and tails help them move easily and powerfully in the
 
water. River otters can play on land too.They’re known as semi-aquatic mam­
mals, and they are related to weasels, wolverines and skunks.
 

Did you know river otters can stay underwater for up to eight minutes?
 
They can dive as deep as 60 feet.They hunt underwater, mostly for fish, which
 
is their main source of food. River otters also like snails, small mammals and
 
birds. They live an average of eight to nine years in the wild but can live much
 
longer in captivity.
 

“River otters are intelligent, curious, and playful, and ours will often interact
 
with our guests through the viewing window,”says Mark Beshel, who is curator
 
of freshwater fish and herpetology at the National Mississippi River Museum
 
& Aquarium in Dubuque, Iowa.“Most kids seem to remark on how ‘cute’ they
 
are, and how they play with them through the windows, swimming alongside
 
them as they run back and forth.”
 

He is talking about the two river otters who live at the museum. Their
 
names are Becky Thatcher and Tom Sawyer. They’re named after famous
 
characters in Mark Twain’s novel, “Tom Sawyer.” People come from all over
 
to see the otters in the museum’s Flooded Forest exhibit in which they live.
 
The museum also has an “otter webcam” on its website. You click a button
 
and watch Becky and Tom play and interact with visitors on the other side
 
of the glass window.
 

River otters almost disappeared from the Mississippi River.  A long time  
ago, they were hunted for their fur. Pollutants and development by people  
also drove them away. If they were to disappear entirely from the Mississippi  
River, their absence would cause a drastic change in the ecosystem. Other  
animals would go away and some would become  
too many in number. Luckily, concerned people in  
Iowa and other states helped them return to the  
river.  A group of Iowa State University students  
sold T-shirts reading “They Otter Be in Iowa,” to help  
raise money to purchase otters from other states
  
and return them to the wild.  Water quality along
  
the river has also improved since then. 

Today, you can find river otters along the entire  
length of the Mississippi River, from Minnesota to  
Louisiana, its tributaries and many lakes and ponds.  
Their amazing comeback shows how effective  
conservation efforts can be. If you’re looking for 
river otters,  the best time to spot them is in the 

early morning or late in the day.–G.T.
 

Did you know? 
•  Otter fur is waterproof 
•  The otter is the largest member of the weasel family 
•  River otters spend two-thirds of the time on land 
•  Otters wash themselves after every meal 
•  River otters can dive to a depth of 60 feet 
•  Otters are extra skilled at eating shellfish, cracking 

them open with small rocks 
•  Most river otter species mate for life 
•  Baby otters are called pups 

You can draw an otter! 
Follow along with these eight simple steps to draw an otter. 

You’ll need paper, pencil, and an eraser. 
FIND MORE SIMPLE ANIMAL DRAWING EXERCISES AT EASYDRAWINGGUIDES.COM 

1 

3 

5 

7 

2 

4 

6 

8 

Find otters 
ONLINE 
Watch the otter cam:   
rivermuseum.org/webcams 

10

IN THE WILD
Some citizen science projects 
use visitors to report otter 
sightings and then record them 
on maps. Here’s one near the 
Twin Cities of Minneapolis 
and St. Paul, Minnesota. 
inaturalist.org/projects/
minnesota-metro-otter-survey

http://rivermuseum.org/webcams
http://inaturalist.org/projects/minnesota-metro-otter-survey
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OUR MISSISSIPPI TRAVEL 

Reading Road Trips 
Inspire your Mississippi River trip with a great summer read 

While a great book can be an escape of its own, consider taking your reading 
list one step further to explore the places that inspired or served as settings 
for iconic pieces of great literature. This summer, make plans to hit the 
road to explore along the Mississippi River and step into the pages from the 
Americana stories of Mark Twain to modern fantasy from one of the genre’s 
most prolific writers. 

Hannibal, MO 
Few authors have captured the magic of the Mississippi 
River like Mark Twain. From ages four through 17 
years old, the author (whose given name is Samuel 
Clemens) lived and played in Hannibal, Missouri. 
Over the years, Twain explored Hannibal’s Big Cave 
and even signed his name on the cave wall. Today, 
you can head underground to see the labyrinth that 
inspired The Adventures of Tom Sawyer in the cave 
that now bears his name. This easy, hour-long guided 

tour highlights Missouri’s oldest 
show cave and is the perfect spot  
to see during the warm summer 
months since it’s always 52 degrees  
below ground. The Mark Twain  
Cave Complex has no stairs and 
is an easy, leisurely walk. 

For even more of the impact the 
area had on Twain’s life and work, 
visit the Mark Twain Boyhood 
Home. Don’t miss the legendary 
whitewashed fence that became 

iconic because of the antics of his titular character, 
Tom Sawyer. 

If you can’t get enough of Hannibal after visiting, dig 
into James by Percival Everett, a modern re-imagining 
of Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn told 
from the perspective of Huck’s travel companion, Jim. 

Dubuque, IA 
Before he penned the epic medieval fantasy Game of 
Thrones, author George R. R. Martin wrote a novel 
set along Antebellum-era Mississippi River. Billed as 
“Bram Stoker meets Mark Twain,” this 1982 novel 
features a vampire living in a ruined plantation near 
New Orleans, Louisiana. However, Martin revealed that 
he actually found his inspiration much further north. 
“[The novel, Fevre Dream,] was strongly influenced 
by the time I spent in Dubuque, Iowa, where river 
steamboats were once built,” Martin told National 

Geographic in 2016. 
Today, travelers can head 

to Dubuque to have their own 
riverboat experience. Whether 
you’re traveling downriver 
or simply spending the day 
on the waters of the Mighty 
Mississippi, this community 
offers a variety of opportunities 
to participate in riverboat cul­
ture. Boats like the Riverboat 

Twilight and Celebration Belle offer leisure cruises 
during the warmer, summer months. 

If boating on the Mississippi isn’t for you, visit the 
National Mississippi River Museum and Aquarium 
to see the dredge, the William M. Black. Now per­
manently moored in the museum’s Ice Harbor, this 
vessel is one of the last steamboats built with 1930s 
technology before diesel power replaced steam 
engines. It was also one of the last steam-powered 
vessels to be used by the Army Corps of Engineers in 
its river work to dredge, remove snags and maintain 
river channels for navigation. 

St. Paul, MN 
Embrace the ambiance of the 
upper Midwest with a week­
end in St. Paul, Minnesota. 
Native Minnesota author J. 
Ryan Stradal has written a 
number of books set in the 
state, but The Lager Queen of 
Minnesota takes readers to 
the city of St. Paul and the 
surrounding area along the 
Mississippi River. Stradal’s 

novel follows two estranged sisters both on a quest 
to become master beer brewers. While the locations 
in the book are fictional, the passion the Twin Cities 
has for the craft beverage industry is very real. During 

your summer adventure, sip your way along the 
riverfront at some of the city’s popular craft brewer­
ies like Saint Paul Brewing, Bad Weather Brewing 
Company, and Barrel Theory Beer Company. 

New Orleans, LA 
New Orleans, Louisiana has no shortage of rich 
stories—both real and fictional. Published in 1976, 
Anne Rice’s classic novel Interview with the Vampire 
takes readers on a dark and mysterious journey 
through the historic streets of New Orleans. While 
the book was a New York Times bestseller already, 
the 1994 film of the same name starring Tom Cruise, 
Brad Pitt and Kirsten Dunst plus the more recent 
AMC series has only increased the 
story’s popularity. If you’re looking 
for a moody and vampiric tour 
of the Big Easy, don’t miss these 
iconic spots. 

Wander Jackson Square, the stun­
ning and historic park in the heart 
of the French Quarter where the 
vast majority of the story is set. 
Browse local artists’ wares, listen 
to live entertainment from street 
musicians and appreciate the his­
toric architecture. New Orleans cemeteries are also 
popular tourist attractions. Head to Masonic Cemetery 
to experience a slice of the city showcased in Rice’s 
work and used as a filming location for the series or 
book a guided cemetery tour. 

Or go classic. What Paris was to Hemingway, New 
Orleans was to William Faulkner, though he also 
spent much of his life in Oxford, Mississippi—also 
not far off the Mississippi River. He penned his first 
novel, Soldiers’ Pay (1925) in New Orleans, and The 
Times-Picayune published several of his short works 
of prose. At 624 Pirate’s Alley you’ll find Faulkner 
House Books, which also serves as headquarters of 
the Pirate’s Alley Faulkner Society. —M.B. 

Historic marker for Solomon Northup and 12 Years 
a Slave on Esplanade Avenue in New Orleans. 

Live some river-inspired movie scenes 
 

Nothing brings a movie location to life like watching a film then touring the iconic locales where it was 
set. New Orleans offers several walking tours of movie sites; St. Louis Cemetery #1 was the site of a 
notorious scene from Easy Rider; and the French Quarter was showcased in Runaway Jury, The Pelican 
Brief, Twelve Years a Slave and many other films. Elsewhere, the film Mud used the river landscape in 
Dumas, Arkansas, and other productions like The Help were filmed on location in Jackson, Clarksdale 
and Greenville, Mississippi. The Hallmark movie, Every Time a Bell Rings, was set in Natchez, Mississippi, 
featuring scenic Bluff Park, or for those preferring action thrillers, Natchez also was the filming site of 
Season Three of the TV series True Blood. Further north, Minneapolis/St. Paul is a great stop for filming 
sites of Purple Rain (the 1984 film starring Prince), The Mighty Ducks, featuring Rice Park in St. Paul, 
or Jingle All the Way, filmed at the must-visit Mall of America. For more winter film inspiration, watch 
Grumpy Old Men, then visit the scenic river town of Wabasha which each February hosts the Grumpy 
Old Men Festival with ice fishing, a pet pageant, bingo and a cribbage tournament. 
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New landing barge acquired 
The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Memphis District, 
awarded an $8.4 million firm-fixed-price contract to 
Conrad Shipyard LLC, of Morgan City, Louisiana, for the 
purchase of a steel-hulled deck barge in June for use in 
the Ensley Engineer Yard maintenance facility. 

The barge will be used for unloading and loading of 
equipment, says Project Manager Jacob Storz, and as a 
transition point from ramp to “stringout” barges. 

“Some of the barges being replaced are over 100 
years old,” Storz added. “The reason the old stringout 
is still useful is because of all of the hard work that our 
Operations Division skilled tradesmen and women put in 
to constantly modify it along with the regularly changing 
water levels.” 

Reaching contract award milestones on time and within 
budget is crucial to USACE’s project delivery success, 
as it allows the project to proceed with the designated 
contractor and start work on the agreed-upon scope of 
work. Adding to the award’s significance, Storz said this 
acquisition was a major step towards completing the 
overall stringout renovation project. 

As of June 6, work is underway with a completion 
date slated for Dec. 10, 2026. Steel-hulled deck barges 
are commonly used for transporting various types of 
cargo, including pipe, piling, fabricated structures, and 
other equipment. These barges may also serve as work 
platforms by providing space for marine construction 
activities, such as pier or bridge building, dredging, and 
offshore operations. Finally, these steel-hulled deck 
barges may be used to support logistics and operations 
in remote or shallow areas where full operation of larger 
vessels may not be suitable. —J.H. 
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Rec areas open?
 
Check this new website
 

The U.S.Army Corps of Engineers has 
launched its Recreation Operational 
Status website to keep the public 
informed about the operational status 
of USACE recreation areas nationwide. 

The public can visit the website 
(link below) prior to visiting and click 
on any state for the current overall 
status of a recreation area and for the 
status of campgrounds, boat ramps 
and beaches owned and operated 
by USACE within the area. It shows 

areas as fully operational, partially open and closed. The site will be regularly updated with any 
status changes. 

“The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers manages staffing for our Recreation mission to ensure 
we meet the needs of nearly 2,600 recreation areas across 400 lakes and waterways,” said Mr. 
Stephen L. Hill, USACE director of Operations and Regulatory Programs.“In response to current 
staffing levels, we have launched the Recreation Operational Status webpage to provide the 
public with the most current information available about the operational status of recreation 
areas before visiting.” 

The USACE Districts are maximizing available staff resources to keep  
recreation sites at least partially open and to ensure full closure of any site  
is a last resort. 

“Public safety and service quality continue to be our highest priorities. 
As we manage available resources, some sites may experience reduced 
operations or temporary closures. These difficult decisions are based on 
our ability to ensure visitors have a safe and consistent experience.” 

Check site status: 
https://corpslakes. 
erdc.dren.mil/visitors/  
status.cfm?state=Map 

We want to hear from you! 
Have thoughts on our current issue? Story ideas you’d like to see us research? 

Email thoughts or letters to the editor to: kimschneider@charter.net 

To subscribe to our e-edition, read past editions and find river-related education materials, 
visit https://www.mvd.usace.army.mil/Library/Publications/Our-Mississippi/ 

Questions or Comments: 
U.S.A.C.E. REGIONAL OUTREACH CONTACTS 
Insiyaa Ahmed, St. Louis, Mo.  

636.899.0076 
Vanessa Alberto, St. Paul, Minn.  

651.290.5388 
Kenneth Williams, Memphis, Tenn. 

901.544.3360 

Katelynn Dearth, St. Louis, Mo. 
636.899.0086 

Allen Marshall, Rock Island, Ill.  
309.794.5204 

Mailing list changes: 
Kim Schneider, kimschneider@charter.net 

To read online: 
https://www.mvd.usace.army.mil/Media/ 

Publications/Our-Mississippi/ 
Click “Subscribe here” to subscribe via email. 

Contributors this issue: 
EDITOR/  
LEAD WRITER 
Kim Schneider 
GRAPHIC DESIGNER 
Diane Kolak 
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Jessica Haas 
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Greg Tasker 
Janis Turk 
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