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Side A 

Marlene: This is Marlene Payne. It 's May 25, 2001 . I'm in City Hall, in a Conference Room 

with Kenneth Mullen, Fire Chief with the City of Rocky Mount. Kenneth, how long have you 

been Fire Chief? 

Kenneth: I've been Fire Chief since September 1, of '98, so approximately 3 years. 

Marlene: And one year before the flood. 

Kenneth: That's correct. 

Marlene: Are you a Rocky Mount native? 

Kenneth: I am a Rocky Mount native. 

Marlene: And you 've worked for the city how long? 

Kenneth: 27 years in July ofthis year. 

Marlene: So you are very familiar with ... with normal operations in the city of Rocky Mount. 

Kenneth: That's correct. 

Marlene: What ' s the nature of a Fire Chiefs job, day-to-day? 

Kenneth: Day-to-day operations are dealing with the overall fire protection for the city and that 

includes several different things. One is making sure that building plans are reviewed, making 

sure that codes are applied from a safety standpoint for fire safety, not only in businesses but also 
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to protect the civilians as well. And the other piece of it is what people normally think of a fire 

department is the actual operation or suppression or fire fighting activities. We got to see fire 

trucks up and down the road providing service. That includes not only fire fighting services, but 

all of what we consider to be our mission which is to save lives and to protect property. So we 

now offer a service that deals with emergency medical services that is pretty much deals with 

heart attack patients, persons that have difficulty breathing or are unconscious or unresponsive. 

In addition to that, we are responsible for training the people that work directly for the fire 

department to be able to provide these services. We also maintain our own equipment. So there 

are a lot of different activities that the' fire chief is responsible to oversee on a daily basis. 

Marlene: It really is a normal part of your job then to deal with emergency situations that does 

set you apart from probably all other departments in the city beside the police and that is normal 

for you. Right? 

Kenneth: That's correct Marlene. One of the things I failed to mention was also our Prevention 

activity. We do a lot of activity with primarily school age children where we do ... we offer puppet 

shows and also we have a program called "Adopt a Firefighter" where a firefighter actually goes 

in, works directly with the teachers to provide services and provide information on fire safety in 

the home and we also work with senior citizens in a program called "Remembering When" and 

work directly with them to make sure .... it's a fall prevention as well as fire safety. We are also 

now are working the state on child safety seats in vehicles, people who have infant children and 

children up to six years old. But there is a lot of training issues that... that we spend a great deal 

of time on in preparation for the event or a fire event or whatever may occur and part of that is 

dealing directly with ... and that is why people .... we have a tradition of people thinking that there is 
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not a lot that goes on, but actually we are out in the field doing inspections, providing prevention 

activities as well as training. So, there is a lot of activity that goes on at the fire service now that 

opposed to .... what has sometimes been known as sitting around waiting for something to occur. 

We are actually doing more prevention work or preparation if that's the correct word for what 

may occur. 

Marlene: Well, for those things that occur, those things that come to the public's mind first when 

you say fire department, how often is that, a real emergency? 

Kenneth: Well, we ... we run in this area, we are averaging probably about 5,000 calls a year now 

since we've added the emergency medical piece of it. Up until that time, we probably it was 

probably about 59% of our calls on medical in nature with the other 41 dealing with actual fires 

and structures, car fires, people don't think that one of the areas we run to is the city is a natural 

gas provider. So if there are any gas incidence, we also respond to those as well. We do a lot of 

metering of gas smells, for example, one of our larger retail stores here has had a couple of 

incidence where they have had some malfunction in some baking equipment and we were able to 

go in and pinpoint where that was with our monitors as well as make sure that people were not 

exposed a lot to natural gas type situation, so we do a lot of things that are not traditionally 

thought of as a fire service would do because normally people think of us as just responding to 

fire incidences. So a lot of other things we respond to as well. 

Marlene: Besides getting cats out of trees. 

Kenneth: That's right. Yeah. 

Marlene: Well, of course we know we did have one experience here in the city of Rocky Mount 

that was not typical and not normal and we'd like you to tell us about that. Like up to, as the 
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flood approached, what you and your people were up to and then what happened. 

Kenneth: Well Marlene, we actually started what I like to refer as about 96 hours out from the 

time the actual hurricane arrived. We had had some experience with Felix back in the early 90's 

which really began the process of our Emergency Operation Center. As it is set up today. The, 

we had had a trial run with our emergency operation center with Fran and what we learned with 

Fran was that as opposed to Floyd was, we were involved with a lot of wind event with Fran as 

opposed to Floyd which was a rain event and a great deal of rain. The process started 

approximately 96 hours after the time the storm arrived. We were dealing with both emergency 

management coordinators in the county, Nash and Edgecombe County. We were monitoring the 

movement of the storm, monitoring all the weather events, what the state was doing to set up as 

well. There was not a lot of activity, other than just monitoring phone calls and conference calls 

about was going ... what we could expect. Of course, no mention was made of the amount of 

flood waters that we were going to have and we'd never had an experience in this area like that, 

so naturally we were not looking for anything like that. The ... our emergency operation center, in 

working with both the city manager and both assistance city managers, we decided to open our 

center up around midnight, the night of the storm. But, emergency services personnel as they are 

in the city government being a caring group of people that they are, most of us converged on the 

center about 9: 00 that night, which was good that we did, because things really started to begin to 

happen around 10:00 or 10:30 as I recall. We, from the fire department view, we had already 

called in an extra shift. We had them ... they were supposed to come in about 12:00, but again they 

started trickling in around 9:00 or 10:00. We also were able to put some reserve equipment into 

service with those people coming back and we actually sent a truck up to the Battleboro station, 
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which is a volunteer department, but since Battleboro is in the city now, and the Battleboro 

community which is a part of the city of Rocky Mount, we worked with the volunteers there and 

asked if we could position a vehicle there which we were able to do as well. One little story about 

that, where we normally leave fire station #6 and proceed up 301 to Battleboro, we learned very 

quickly that the area around Abbott Lab which is on 301 North, that we could not cross that 

because it was already flooded. There was also some flooding up around Fenner ... not Fenner but 

Instrument Drive and 301, so the vehicle that we actually placed at Battleboro had to go out 97 

West to Highway 95 and come back through Gold Rock to be able to get to the Battleboro 

station. So he had to run ... rather than running about 4 or 5 miles up he had to run probably 25 

miles just to get to that particular area. So we felt like we had the city covered pretty well, we 

had additional vehicles in each station that we were able to staff. We had extra district chiefs on 

duty, we had our assistant chief on duty, of course, I was up in EOC with the other department 

heads. We were also able to put two firefighters in the communication center because we 

anticipated a large volume of calls and we had people that had been trained on CAD and CAD 

was fairly new to us as well. But we had two people that were fairly familiar with the CAD 

operations, so we placed two people up in Central Communications to handle what we felt like 

would be the fire side of whatever calls we received. 

Marlene: These are the people that were taking the calls originally as they came in before they 

were passed ..... these were the people that were passing them on to the EOC, right? 

Kenneth: Well, we had two different setups in EOC. We have one that was taking the 

emergency calls, like whether it was a house fire or whether it was a flood call - people trapped, 

whatever, that comes directly into 911. And then those dispatchers will tell the communicators 
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would dispatch that information out to either police or fire, whichever was appropriate for that 

event. If it was not an emergency call, then it went to what we call our telephone bank, where we 

had other city employees operating to be able to provide information to people about what was 

going on or be able to provide a response that was of not of an emergency nature. So, we had a 

really a two tiered process, one was emergencies, the other was we had a separate telephone 

number that people would call to report trees down, power out, those kind of things and those 

were routed to the appropriate agencies. But the majority of calls that came in through 911 dealt 

directly with some type of emergency incident. So that was a part of our Fran process that we 

realize that people needed a number they could call, so in emergency situations, the city has a 

telephone bank where employees come in and we provide information to that group of employees 

and as people call in power outages, trees down, roads blocked, then that goes into that number. 

So we were able to put. .. we also had a person in there to assist with that operation as well 

because sometimes people would call in and say what am I supposed to do and normally a lot of 

city employees not involved in emergency work would not know what to tell them, so we were 

able to put one of our people in that particular area as well. So we had people in the E91 l center, 

and then we had people in the telephone bank as well to assist the giving out of information. But 

what we had in that particular case, was we had two employees that went into the Emergency 

Operations Center, excuse me, the E911 Center and they were able to fill calls that were directly 

related to fire service which freed up the other communicators to deal with the other people as 

well who had emergencies. So we were involved in the EOC, the E911 center and also the 

telephone information. So we put people in each one of those rooms from the fire side. Of 

course other city departments were well represented in those areas as well, but we felt like it was 
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important to have people in there that dealt with emergency operations on a daily basis, because 

they may could provide additional information as people called in. One of the issues was shelter 

sights so we worked directly with the county because we had experience with Fran that we set 

up ... we asked that they set up shelter on both Nash and Edgecombe side of the city limits of 

Rocky Mount because when Fran came we didn't have a shelter on Edgecombe side in the city 

limits of Rocky Mount. So we were able to go ahead and have that set up prior to the storm 

arrival and they set one up at Parker School. I also had one set up at Benvenue Elementary 

School on the Nash side, but of course, as everybody knows that was not enough, we did not 

have enough shelters set up because we didn't have a clue anticipating such an event as what we 

had. 

Marlene: When did the calls ... emergency calls begin to come in. Do you remember around the 

time? 

Kenneth: I recall Marlene, it was around 10:30 or so that we had the first call of areas, I believe 

the Hornbeam areas as I recall was one of the first areas that we had. Hornbeam Drive and out 

around what is known as Fox Hall and that type of thing. We had some calls of people saying 

that water was rising very quickly in those areas, so we sent emergency workers out to say if we 

are already getting this this early, the storm is not here yet, you need to go ahead and think about 

evacuating. So that particular area, the people moved on out. As time went on, within the next 

hour or so, we began to get calls of roads being flooded on 301, which our here ... my experience, 

I'll speak for myself, had never been water in those areas. Then we began to get calls from I 

believe it was the Westminster area, Pamela Drive, Beechwood Drive and those areas, so we 

began to send people there. We were able before the storm came to have some boats available, 
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not motorized boats, but just john boat type things, that we had used in the past to evacuate some 

people in the Leggett Road area under normal flooding conditions with the Tar River without 

storms, so we had some john boats available to us and we were able to use those boats to get 

people out initially. As the storm progressed, the speed of the current did not allow us to use 

john boats anymore and we actually had some of our firefighters went home and got their 

personal boats and as one of the stories went - They were in water that was running so swift that 

a 60 horse motor wide open, they had to have it wide open just to be able to stand still in the 

current to perform a rescue of a person who had tried to drive through a flooded area. The 

person was up on top of the car. So, there were a lot of unusual events that john boats had to be 

abandoned very quickly and we had to do other things. Lafayette Circle area was another area 

that we began to get calls from. And the Nashville Road area, down around the Art Center, the 

people that lived in those houses near it had tried to get out and walk out and became trapped in 

the current and they ..... the stories that we had was they were actually hanging on the bridge. So 

one of our firefighters went to his home on Hammond Street and was able to get his boat, he went 

into the Lafayette Circle area along with some people on john boats because the Lafayette Circle 

area actually had a bum around it and we didn't have as much swift water once they got in there 

that I recall and the stories that were shared with me. There first pass in there was on john boats. 

But as they began to bring people out they realized the current was picking up so we had to get a 

motorized boat in there as well. Once they left that area, I think there were about 20 or 21 people 

in that area they actually rescued and then they left there and went to the Nashville Road area to 

get those people. So we had ... then we had people in the Westminster area as well as the 

Beechwood Dr. area that we had Stoney Creek assisted us in there with the folks that they had. 
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But eventually, it came ... the water became so swift that it became unsafe to put some of their 

boats because they were so small into those areas. So we actually had firefighters on personal 

vehicles, their own personal vehicles, as well as their personal boats that were following fire 

trucks just to specific areas to try and rescue people. The Riverside area became an issue as well 

and the first calls we got in there were people were awakened by ... they were in bed, they heard 

noise, and of course, naturally in the storm, they were going to get up and see what was going on 

and they put their feet off the bed and they were actually standing in water, that's how quick it 

came up. So we had boats in that area as well. We at that point, began to realize that we had 

more people than we could handle on fire trucks and vans, the fire department vans, we were 

using shuttle services. trying to just get people out areas. We immediately began to call Parks & 

Rec to open up RM Wilson Gym, we opened to Booker T, I believe. We had a couple of 

churches in the area that people just went to and people there just opened their doors up. We had 

people in fire stations, we were just trying to get them out of harms way and get them to a safe 

environment. So, the shelters became quickly filled that we had opened as well as it became 

impossible to get to them. So we were just getting people out of areas and carrying them back to 

places in order to just get them housed somewhere. Then we used .... we called in city buses to be 

used to transport people from those sites to other sites, so it was a fairly intense operation 

for. .. probably from 10:30 that night until about...as far as the real intense operations as I recall 

somewhere around 9:00 to 10:00 the next morning. Then it became a matter of not as much 

rescue as just making sure that people ..... as the river, as the water moved down, that we were 

able to get people out of areas as the water was rising in their particular area, but it was not as 

much of an intense rescue situation as what we had for the first twelve hours. So it was a Jot of 
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things that we used equipment that.. ... we taxed our equipment from a standpoint ofladder trucks, 

that. .. we did things with those that naturally a manufacturer does not recommend, but we 

did ... our people performed I feel brilliantly based on we had had very little swift water rescue 

training. We had people that were actually ..... that have told me since were scared to death of 

water but their supervisors ... they saw their supervisors doing things and as they began to see their 

supervisors do things they knew they could do them as well. So they went in and actually ... we 

have some pictures of kids and elderly people on the shoulders of firefighters and so there are a 

lot of things like that. One of the stories that I remember hearing that we thought was amusing a 

little later, but at the time was not, they were in the Riverside area, on some john boats, and they 

saw something floating through _the water and one of the firefighters reached down and just 

grabbed it and when he did, it was the hair of a little old lady about 70 years old and she was 

actually trying to ...... they said, where are you going. She said I'm swimming out of here. So they 

got her out of the boat and carried her on out to the Gay Street area. As I recall and as firefighters 

pulled in I believe on Lee Street, they said it was something like a movie, I guess it was "Children 

of the Corn'', kids were just walking up out of the cornfield, they said that's what. .. that's what 

they .. .it looked like, just people coming ... waves of people coming out. 

Marlene: Out of the water? 

Kenneth: Out of the Riverside area that were .. were trying to escape the water. And as I recall 

about 5:00 that morning was when the real when we knew that they wind and the rain and 

everything was here. We had made a decision prior to the storm that ifthe winds got around 50 

mph sustained that we would call off operations. And remember again that normally we are 

dealing with just trees down and power lines down and those kinds of things. We made the 
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decision when the storms reached that sustained wind that we called our field, both police, fire, 

electrical people and all that and we told them that o.k. we had sustained winds at 50 mph and we 

had agreed that we would call off operations when it got to that point. I was very proud of our 

people because they immediately called me back and said, "We can't leave these people out here." 

So they continued to ... to do rescue operations and ... So we were very proud of that fact that they 

stayed out and went on to pull those people out. Because if they'd ofleft them those people 

would have had no way to get out. So .. 

Marlene: Do you have any idea how many people were rescued that night? 

Kenneth: We don't have a clue. We've tried to go back and think about that but the best we can 

guess there were probably about 200 to 300 people in the Riverside area. There were at least 20, 

21, 22 in the Lafayette Circle area. We had people on top of cars out in the Thorp Road area. At 

least, I believe they said there was about a half of dozen there. We had a gentlemen out in 

the ... around the Instrument Drive area that he actually hung onto a tree for 25-30 minutes as best 

I can recall with us trying to get to him. And that's an interesting story. Because that was one 

of .. where they ... we had a 75 foot area ladder and they extended out as far as they could and then 

they tried to get him. They tried a rope around ... a body harness around a firefighter and they 

secured the rope to a ladder and as he tried to go out the water was so swift that he couldn't get 

to him it kept washing him by the guy. So they actually took the ladder then and kind of like 

swung the ladder around upstream and as I recall them telling the story the firefighter actually got 

out as far as he could on the tip of the ladder and then he jumped and let the current carry him 

down to the guy that was hanging onto the tree and then after he secured the guy they pulled him 

back in. So there were a lot of things we ... that our guys did that way that we don't...we don't 
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train for, we don't ever think to train for that because you haven't had anything in this area like 

that. So there were a lot of .. a Jot of things that were taxed, not only the equipment but human 

beings as well. Because those people worked .. .it was about 18 hours or better before we could 

actually get crews changed out. And even then we couldn't get them back to their normal 

stations. If they left a station they may not get back because of the way the current and water and 

the floods that we had ... 

Marlene: Obviously, they were working in really dangerous conditions but there was really a 

remarkably low loss oflife, low number of lives lost. How do you explain that? 

Kenneth: Well, the ... I think first of all that people recognized the fact that we had a storm 

and ... and they were a little bit more prepared. We tried to get some information out as well. Of 

course, nobody was prepared for this. There is no way we could even anticipate this. The loss of 

life in this area was .. .I believe we had three. And as I recall, they ... they were all due to people 

trying to drive through water. We had some incidents where people tried to drive through and 

their vehicles stalled but we were able to get to them before the water got to them. But those 

were the only three that we had. I think also as we began to see some areas that were 

flooding ... we ... we tried to go into those areas fairly quickly, recognizing the Beechwood Drive 

area, the Westminster Drive ... we actually went into those areas and got some people out of 

homes and then we went in through the neighborhoods and said, "Look, we've got an event here 

like we haven't seen and we've already got flooding in this area. You need to be very much 

aware of the fact that if we've got flooding here it may occur in your area as well." So we were 

able to hit some of those neighborhoods fairly quickly too once we realized that we had some 

flooding in areas we weren't familiar with. And those ... a lot of people went on and left. We did 
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have to go back into some areas later that we had asked people to leave and because they hadn't 

and, of course, you know, you ... you look out and you see water and say well .. we ... we believed 

people looked at it and said, "Well, water has never been before surely it won't get any higher." 

And they would look out a little later and see it again and well that's probably as high as ... well 

then eventually, you can't get out. So we believe that that was some of it. But yet they 

were ... they were watching rather than just going back to bed so they knew that t~ey ... they needed 

to get out. So we suspect that that was part of it. The action by city crews, not only fire but 

police and water crews and that ... and those crews were also I think instrumental in .. .in getting the 

word out that o.k. we need to do some evacuations here. Because all the city people were 

just ... all of us were taxed, we all had to do a lot of things we weren't used to doing, we hadn't 

trained to do. So, I.. .I attributed a lot to that the action we took in the beginning phase to try to 

notify people, hey something is going on here and you need to think about getting out. And 

people heeded warning about. .. most people did about not driving around. The storm also 

occurred at 12 to 5 so you didn't have a lot of traffic out there that people were actually trying to 

drive through. Later on we actually saw people trying to move barricades and drive through 

water. But hopefully we ... we know all those areas now and we'll be able to do something with 

that if we have a storm again. To watch those particular areas. But I...l attribute to a lot of 

things. Basically the fact that...that as we recognize flooded areas ... areas that were flooded we 

try to canvas those neighborhoods and say o.k., you need to be watchful and if you see this 

occurring you need to go ahead and think about getting out and going to someone else's house. 

But the city was divided up into about.. .I think five sections maybe. Because of the flood. We 

only had one bridge we could go across and that was the Rocky Mount Mills. That was our only 
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link to both sides ... being able to get across the city. We kind of took control of that bridge with 

the police the next morning and only essential people were allowed through. We did 

something ... we had a curfew here that we'd never had before, that I recall. Don't believe 

anybody else has been ab.le to determine we'd ever had one before. So that was something 

different for our city that we had a curfew after 7:00 at night. So there were a lot of firsts as far 

as my career here that we experienced during that ... that particular night which eventually wound 

up being ... here we are almost two years later and we're still dealing with it. 

Marlene: Uh huh. 

Kenneth: But it was interesting to watch it go from a rescue effort to an evacuation effort to 

a ... which then became a police effort which was curfews an,d those kinds of things and then we 

moved into a public works with water treatment. You know those guys, .. the estimates on having 

the water plant back operational I believe were, I don't know, three to four or five weeks or 

something and those guys worked around the clock and brought it back up in like, I don't know, 

six days maybe. I don't recall what it was but everybody just pitched in and I felt like really .. .! 

don't know if there is such a thing as working beyond the call of duty but in those .. .in that event 

everybody just pitched in and did whatever needed to be done. We recognized the fact that we 

were going to have to have long term distribution sites for people to come get water and clothes. 

So we immediately began working with the Red Cross to try to identify some areas. And the first 

place was the old Lowe's building on Benvenue Road that...they worked with us and were able to 

open that up and it became a distribution site. We contacted churches in the area, some of the 

larger churches and they were able to ... to serve as ... as sites where people could come in and get 

food, clothing and those kinds of things. So, it was just a community effort and everybody 
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pitched in and did a Jot of different things that they didn't normally have ... weren't normally 

associated with. 

Marlene: Did ... Was that surprising? 

Kenneth: No. I don't think so. You know, we had seen ... ! think that it was so overwhelming 

what...! mean it was like one day we're ... everything's o.k. and the next day we've got a major 

event here that impacted everybody. And when I say everybody, you know, we had some areas 

that were seemingly, they really didn't know what was going on because of the fact they got up 

the next morning and they might have had some tree limbs down or some pine cones. But they 

got up and cleaned their yard and cut the grass and then when they got in their car to go 

somewhere they began to realize what was going on. I left EOC about, I think it was 6:00 the 

next night and just rode out on Bethlehem Road and got on the Bridge that crosses 3 0 I and that 

began to show me the magnitude of everything that went on because of the fact that you could 

look down at the Arts Center and just see water. You could look down both North and South 

301 and there was nothing but water. It looked like a big river. So then you began to realize and 

began to hear the stories and even when we left the EOC to go home, what normally takes .. .is a 

six mile ride for me was ... ended up at about a twenty mile ride. Because I had to go all the way 

out 97 to Bend of the River Road, back through on .. .I believe it was Halifax to Sunset and then 

back in that way. So you begin to really see the impact on the whole community as you went 

around. And then you begin to see areas spring up all across the city where, you know, Red 

Cross activities were going on. You had churches that had just massive and massive amounts of 

people going through. You saw the Baptist men come in and set up feeding kitchens and you saw 

the Red Cross come in with what they refer to as their herbs I believe. And ... and you start talking 
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about preparing thousands of meals a day, three times a day and then all of those vehicles you see 

running through your city and you begin to realize the magnitude of what's going on. And then 

both ... both counties, of course, and we worked very closely with both counties. The way the City 

Manager and his offices and the County Managers and their offices and the Mayor and everybody 

pulled together and worked for the common good. We were able to respond to some county 

needs and what. .. I think the beauty part of it is that it became a community wide effort rather 

than a county or a city kind of thing and everybody just pulled together, so ... You always felt like 

you knew that was there but then that showed you what was really ... what this community could 

really do when it pulled together. 

Marlene: Does it go on? Do you think that spirit of cooperation is lasting? 

Kenneth: I think it has and !...I'll speak strictly from an Emergency Services standpoint. I know 

that the cooperation and the coordination that I've seen with both counties as well as other city 

departments we've been able to see that that is ... that is ongoing. We've had a couple of little 

incidents that...Iast year we were very lucky. We didn't have a hurricane hit our ... hit our area. 

But I think we were better prepared. We stayed in contact with each other. We just 

completed ... well we will complete next week a partnership effort with both county emergency 

services ... Emergency Management coordinators where we're trying to get our area designated as 

storm ready which involves some cooperation with the schools in both counties and ... and the city 

in the emergency services and we had our class in Edgecombe County last week and Nash this 

week and once we do that we'll have met all the requirements to be a storm ready community 

both Nash and Edgecombe and the City ofRocky Mount. So, we begin to see more of that kind 

of thing going on which is going to benefit everybody. 
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Marlene: What about when the water went down? What...what was the nature of your 

operation? I guess it was around Monday or so the water began to recede. 

Kenneth: Right. We ... we took a stand of .. from a fire service and I'll ... I'll just talk from 

that. .. that area. We realized that it was going to be a long term effort. We began to work very 

closely with the City Manager's office because we, you know, we ... our effort wanted to ... we 

wanted to be able to assist in the long range planning, you know, the long range recovery. And 

one of the things that we began to realize as we were in EOC, people from State Agency's began 

to come in and I believe the Hazard Mitigation Group with the state actually went to the fire 

department first. And they talked with the Assistant Fire Chief at the time, who was Keith Paris. 

Keith then referred them to City Hall to Planning ... to the Planning Department and they ended up 

in the EOC, somebody directed them there and then we eventually sent them to Planning and then 

they ended up in the City Manager's office which ... which we are still working with Hazard & 

Mitigation now, two years later and we'll continue to work probably for another year or two, I'm 

sure. But our role became what we saw as a fire service role was total recovery not just from a 

rescue or an emergency standpoint. But we immediately began to try to ... to work with the Red 

Cross. Again as I said to set up some distribution sites. We worked with local churches. We 

didn't have a lot of.. .as far as when the flood waters went down people began to go back to their 

homes and clean out and things like that. Now what...what we saw there was again a community 

wide effort of volunteers, people from across the state and across the nation many of them would 

come in. So we ... we began to look at it from a standpoint of o.k. how can we assist in 

coordinating some of these activities. So again we began to contact through the mayor's office 

and different. .. different areas within the city we had kind of combined forces to try to direct 
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people one way or the other and then we began to try to work towards providing information 

about what's next. You know, what...what's coming next and of course everybody knows now 

about the buy out program. And our...our department became very much involved in that along 

with people from planning the City Manager's office, inspection. So, again it was a city wide 

effort that we marshaled our forces and provided people with the talents that we knew could do 

these kinds of things. Of course, then we had situations I believe, I won't speak for the police but 

I know they had situations with loiters and people going in other peoples homes and so they had 

to develop a strategy for that that we never had before. So it was ... while it was a sad time it 

was .. .it was .. .it was an encouraging time to see people just pull together and do what. .. develop 

plans and develop strategies for things that were changing daily almost hourly maybe to be able 

to ... to get our community back in shape and move in that direction. 

Marlene: Do you think it brought people, individuals together that might not have been together? 

Kenneth: I do. From a personal standpoint, I was introduced to a lot of community people that I 

had never been involved with before. Some of the churches that we worked with, you know, they 

began to call us. Somehow our name got tied into distribution sites and those kinds of things and 

we were also working with the Red Cross on shelters. So there were a lot of school people, a lot 

of clergy, a lot of community groups that we had not necessarily been involved with before. And 

all of a sudden all of us were thrown in the same arena and it was interesting how those 

relationships were formed and how they've continued to develop you know ... 

Marlene: There still there? 

Kenneth: Yes. Very much still right...as we move on one of the areas we're looking at is 

Emergency Management for the city. We have Emergency Management coordinators in both 
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counties and the City Manager at this point has designated the fire department as ... as the 

Emergency Management coordinators for the City of Rocky Mount. So, as we move forward we 

will be establishing bonds we hope with both county coordinators and ... and continue to develop 

those as well as go ahead and set out plans for these distribution sites and ... and .. .'and bring the 

churches in for the future in case we have disasters that we'll have all this in place rather than 

trying to operate on the fly as we did with this other. And even though we did do that the 

successes we had far outweighed any kind of failures and ... and I try to recall...I .. .it is hard to 

recall any failures because everybody was just so willing to cooperate and do whatever needed to 

be done at that particular time. 

Marlene: The problems, of course, were many and varied but it seemed like one of the ... the most 

difficult ones in those early hours was getting people to shelters. I. .. how would you ever solve 

that problem when if you don't have helicopters and of course the city doesn't when you could 

not get people to the shelters that you would have expected them to be able to get to? 

Kenneth: Right. One of the ways that...one of the things that I learned was that the resources 

that are available to you through the state. I went to a meeting this week and the report on 

helicopter rescues was that at one point there were approximately six hundred helicopters in this 

area in the east...eastem part ofNorth Carolina that was actually doing that. We didn't have very 

many helicopter rescues here. What occurred, especially east of here in the Tarboro/Princeville 

area and even down east further was that there ... the contour of the land just flattens out when it 

gets east of Rocky Mount and what we learned very quickly was again, people ... we know from 

our experience were caught off guard, you know, well this ... water has never been here before 

surely it is not going to get any higher. And as that began to happen as people began to wake up 
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it was on them so fast that the coast guard and we had some army helicopters in here. Ours was 

strictly road blockages. We just couldn't get people from what we considered the area that they 

were rescued from to the shelter site. For example, the Beechwood Drive area, Winstead 

Avenue ... the Winstead Avenue area was blocked off and what we began to see was that we had 

to start putting people in wherever we could get them. As I said about 5 to 5:30 the Riverside 

area we were getting so much wind and rain at that particular point that we finally just said that if 

there are houses that are not in danger of flooding, put those people in those houses, you know, 

commandeer the house if we have to just to get people out of the environment. So what we saw 

as a problem was not necessarily the helicopter piece of it. O.k. now we've got them out, we've 

got them in a van, we've got them in a fire truck, we've got them on a bus. What do we do with 

them now? So that's when we began to look at...at places throughout the city. R. M. Wilson 

gym, the fire stations. And we just. .. as I said earlier, for example Station 3 we had two engine 

companies there and normally that's a one engine company station. But when that engine 

company left that station the. first time to go to the Nashville Road area they never got back. So 

we had to ... had to deal with that, you know, o.k. well now we've got an area that we only have 

one engine company in. We've got to make sure that we don't pull them out of there. But as we 

began to see the water began to move from like the Beechwood Drive!Pamela Drive area, 

Beechwood Court then Bridgedale and Compass Creek and those areas became affected and then 

the next area was the Lafayette area and then it continued to move into Riverside and then 

eventually over to the Lafayette, excuse me, Leggett Road area and then kept going to ... towards 

Tarboro and all. So, as we got people out of Hornbeam and the Beechwood Drive area, we 

moved to Maple Creek and moved from there to Lafayette and moved from there an~, you know, 
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it just kept moving on us. So, we realized, o.k. we feel like we've got this area pretty well 

covered now let's move some things over here. So it became a strategy of .. of guessing and 

knowing where the river was or we could suspect. Of course, the creeks flooded first. Another 

interesting point we actually had a pontoon boat that we were able to get and they were going to 

the Moose Lodge out on Stoney Creek actually bringing people out of there because people had 

left their homes and went to the Moose Lodge and felt like they'd be safe but yet that became 

flooded. So we began to hear ... hear stories of .. and get calls of people in areas that we had never 

known to be flooded in this area. So it didn't become as much a helicopter thing for us. I think 

what we learned from it and where we will go from here is that we'll ... we will as we develop our 

Emergency Management piece within the city what we will attempt to do is .. .is recognize and 

identify places in particular areas that we can carry people to whether its a fire station, whether its 

a church and then have some type of agreement with those particular individuals in churches in the 

communities or areas throughout the city that we can have that. You don't want to open up a lot 

of shelters in the beginning because we've learned that you can't control where people are, you 

know, and ... and we had a lot of calls about where is ... where is Marlene, for example, and we 

wouldn't know. So we try to start here and then branch out and that's one of the things that 

we've worked with the counties on as we have learned from that particular thing. 

Marlene: Did you find that this kind of trauma and all triggered medical emergencies, now that 

you are aware that you deal with medical emergencies? (Laughter) 

Kenneth: Well, one of the things we had done, Marlene, we learned from Fran was that people 

that are ... are bedridden or people that have oxygen needs and those kinds of things that even with 

Fran we ... we didn't have a lot of water but we had a lot of wind and trees down. One of the 
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things we learned there was to go ahead and ... and notify health departments and notify those 

people that o.k. You're going to suffer power outages, you're going to suffer long term periods 

at home where your streets may be blocked because of trees and whatever so you need to go 

ahead and prepare for that. We ... we have our Human Relations Division had made contact with 

rest homes, you know, if we have a bedridden person at home that's ambulatory can we bring 

that person to your rest home, do you have a facility for him? We got the county's involvement 

from a health services standpoint that they knew where all these people were and they provided 

extra oxygen for them or if they were bedridden and felt like they needed to get out then they 

would ... they would carry them to a rest home or if the hospital had room for them. So we learned 

that from Fran so we were in a little better shape with Floyd that we were able to get extra 

oxygen to these people ahead oftime. Some of them that needed to go to maybe another persons 

home or somewhere that had an emergency generator and they were able to move those people 

out. So we learned that from Fran. We didn't do the ... you know, we didn't get everybody but 

we did ... we didn't have as much of that during Floyd as we did with Fran trying to get to people 

because we had learned that lesson and we got the health department in early notifying those 

people. We had some people at headquarter station that actually came there that they needed 

power to run little respirating machines, those kinds of things and, of course, from headquarters 

fire station we generated so when you see a light where there is no light, you know, people come 

to it. So that was one of the things we learned from it, again the health departments were 

aggressive and the minute they knew the storm was coming we tried to make some ... some 

arrangements for those people. 

Marlene: What about lasting effects, positive or negative from the .. .I mean we laugh ... I mean of 
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course there are lasting effect but what do you see? 

Kenneth: Well, one of the things we learned quickly, Marlene, and we got. .. we had the ... because 

of the trauma that some of our people we felt like they may face being in a situation and not being 

able to get to people like they want to and being aggressive. We had people come in immediately 

after things went on and just had debriefing sessions and those kinds of things. Some of the 

things that we learned were ... were the areas that have potential for flooding. As Irene was the 

next storm that came behind Floyd that effected our area we were able to identify homes that had 

flooded. Of course, some of the people had not gone back into their home yet but yet we 

were ... we were very aggressive and the day before the storm was suppose to be here we were 

actually out into those areas and we had done some of that before but not to the extent that we 

had this time. We knew that people were going to be .. .I'm not sure what the right word for it 

was ... but we knew they were going to be upset another storm was coming and we don't know 

what's going to happen, the trauma of what had just occurred. So we were very quick to get out 

into those areas with flyers and say O.K. we've got another storm coming you know the potential 

that we had before. We don't anticipate this is going to happen but yet you need to be very much 

aware of what is going on. We did open EOC for that particular storm as well. But that's some 

of the things that we've recognized and even with flooding events we've had last...this spriog and 

last year, we were able to go out in those areas and canvas the areas and say o.k. here's the 

potential, the flood stage is 15 feet, we expect it to be 18 feet, so more awareness of what we had 

maybe than we had before. We learned that we need to get out and do that. We've had a couple 

of shows on TV 19 about hurricane preparedness and what people need to do to prepare for three 

days with no power and no water and those kinds of things. So we were able to do that. Lasting 
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impact, of course there's a monetary impact. And we're all seeing this year in preparing our 

budgets there is a, you know, the city will never be the same as far as, you know, I think about the 

Riverside area ... it's always been there. The park, the museum, all those particular areas that you 

deal with are no longer there. The Arts Center which has been on Nashville Road for as long as I 

can remember and I've lived here all my life, that will no longer be there. So ... and ... and just 

peoples homes, you know, that were impacted by and having to just pull up from .. .I think 

especially some of the elderly people that have been in their homes for 40 and 50 years and now 

they've had to just relocate. So, the impact that it has had while in those ... those areas is very sad 

the benefit that... that we gained from it was ... was development of relationships in both counties as 

well as with the city and people just coming together and working together and showing that what 

we can recover from which I was ... the most devastating thing that I'm aware of ever hit this area 

that we've been able to ... to move on and have some sense of recovery. 

Marlene: Thank you Kenneth. 

Kenneth: Your welcome. 


