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NEW ORLEANS: Amid the chaos after Hurricane Katrina
swamped New Orleans, Vera Smith’s body decayed for four
days on a sidewalk until her horrified neighbors covered
her with dirt, a makeshift plastic shroud and a bleak epi-
taph: “Here lies Vera. God help us.” Broadcast to the world,
the stark image came to stand for what seemed like the
complete breakdown of a great American city. Although

her cremated remains
were later buried on a
family plot in Texas and
the place where she
died of unknown causes
has sprung back since
Katrina, Vera Smith
remains part of her
neighborhood.

A colorful memorial
by local artist Simon
Hardeveld stands beside
an upscale restaurant
built near the site of her
death, and her all-too-
public demise was
recounted in a book
written by a man who
helped erect her tempo-
rary sidewalk tomb. Ten

years later, friends - as well as neighbors who never even
met Elvia Briones Smith, her full name - sense that she
could have been any of them, a tragic victim of a natural
disaster compounded by human mistakes. “Vera is still
being remembered every day. Even those of us who didn’t
know her think of her as a symbol of the quiet suffering
people endured,” said Yvette Rutledge, whose shop, Mystic
Blue Signs, is around the corner from where Smith died.

Wealth and poverty
Artist Maggie McEleney, who assisted with Smith’s road-

side burial, had a flashback recently after the death of a kit-
ten. Burying the little creature overwhelmed her senses. “It
was because of that thing that happened back then,” said
McEleney, referring to Smith’s demise and gruesome public
display obliquely, in the most distant of terms. Wealth and
poverty live side by side in New Orleans, and Smith lived
somewhere in between. Her old neighborhood has under-
gone a rebirth since the storm, with trendy new business-
es, residential renovations and new housing, but back then
it was rundown and plagued by crime.

Born in Mexico, Smith grew up in Texas and moved to
New Orleans as a young woman decades before Katrina.
Four marriages produced two daughters, now grown. For
her final 15 or so years, Smith shared a small duplex with
common-law husband CN Keene and their dogs. Their
home was on Philip Street, just a few blocks from the
columned mansions of St Charles Avenue and a rough
housing project that was demolished after the hurricane.
For years, her two daughters said, Smith helped operate a
restaurant and bars even as she struggled with alcohol. A
true New Orleans character, she loved fancy clothes and
costume jewelry and had a wig for each day of the week.

“She never had the same hair color two days in a row,”
said daughter Cindy Briones, 57. “You always knew when
she was coming.” Neighbors knew Smith as a quirky, bois-
terous woman who could be jolly and friendly. She also
could be obnoxiously loud if she had been drinking, which
they say happened often. “She wasn’t living a pristine life
and she didn’t care if you knew it,” said Jewel Carbone, who
and was once married to Smith’s second husband. While
thousands evacuated New Orleans as Katrina bore down
on the city, Smith and Keene stayed. Sometime after the
hurricane made landfall on Aug. 29, 2005, Smith walked

outside and headed around the corner toward a store
where she often bought food, cigarettes and beer.

Death remains a mystery
Keene never saw Vera alive again; he was told she had

been killed by a vehicle that struck her in the aftermath of
the storm and sped away. Neighbors still believe she was
struck by a car, but an autopsy report obtained by The
Associated Press last week showed she had no injuries to
indicate any sort of accident. The report doesn’t list a cause
of death, and the manner was undetermined. Her death
remains a mystery. In an interview with the AP shortly after
her death, Keene - who died himself in 2007 - said he put a
bedspread over his companion’s body on the sidewalk and
left it, feeling there was nothing else he could do.

A few days later, he was sitting on his porch when a man
came up to him with news. “Some guy I didn’t even know
named John came by and said, ‘I’ve just buried Elvira in the
park,’” Keene said. That man was John R Lee, who lived
nearby. Riding his bike four days after Katrina, Lee was sick-
ened to see her decaying remains lying on the curb in 90-
degree heat. “I couldn’t believe it. Aside from being a
health hazard, it was just such an indignity to the body,” he
said.

Much of the city was underwater because of levee fail-
ures, but Smith’s resting place on the sidewalk was dry. So
Lee grabbed a shovel the next morning and began cover-
ing her remains with dirt from a small, nearby park. A
handful of others saw what he was doing and joined in, he
said. Lee and others draped the mound of dirt with thick
white plastic and outlined the makeshift grave with bricks.
It was Maggie McEleney, Lee said, who painted the words
on the shroud that touched the world. Images of the for-
lorn shrine were published worldwide. Only then did
Smith’s relatives learn of her fate.— AP 

Woman’s death still haunts New Orleans 

NEW ORLEANS: A makeshift tomb at a New Orleans street corner conceals a body that had been lying on the side-
walk for days in the wake of Hurricane Katrina. The message reads, ‘Here lies Vera. God help us.’ Smith’s cremated
remains were later reburied in Texas, yet she remains part of her old community. — AP 

Vera Smith

Female soldiers
to make history

WASHINGTON: With the first female soldiers about to
make history as elite Rangers, the US Army is in the process
of making official what began in the field long ago. “It’s an
important moment in many ways,” Janine Davidson, a for-
mer Air Force aircraft commander and senior pilot, said just
days before two women graduate from the grueling
Ranger School combat leadership course, joining an all-
male club for the first time. “I see it as sort of reality and
perceptions kind of catching up together.”

Women, who make up about 15 percent of the military’s
active duty service members, have for decades increasingly
held combat roles and died in the line of duty, added the
former deputy assistant secretary of defense. In the early
1990s, for example, female members of the military police
on missions in the Balkans found themselves under fire on
a regular basis, Davidson added in a conference call hosted
by the Council on Foreign Relations think tank. And in Iraq
and Afghanistan, she said, women-even if theoretically
excluded from infantry and artillery positions, as well as
armored units-came under direct enemy fire. 

Already on the frontlines
Still, in a time of war without clear front lines, any sol-

dier can find himself-or herself-in direct contact with the
enemy, be it behind the wheel of a truck or at a routine
checkpoint. Echoing that fact, more than 9,000 women
have been recognized for their service, receiving Army
Combat Action Badges for “actively engaging or being
engaged by the enemy,” according to a recent
Congressional Research Service study. And two, it said,
have received Silver Stars for “gallantry in action against an
enemy of the United States.” Female soldiers have also paid
the ultimate price. According to the same study, 161 were
killed and 1,015 injured in action as of April 2015 “as part of
the of Global War on Terror” launched following the attacks
on September 11, 2001.

But hurdles remain
For one, the women who graduate tomorrow will still

not be allowed to serve with the 75th Ranger Regiment,
which has yet to lift its bar on female soldiers. In 2013,
President Barack Obama issued a request that the
Pentagon order all branches of the armed forces to open
up ground combat roles to women by 2016 - barring any
exceptions that will have to be duly justified. “Clearly, the
successful integration of women into currently closed posi-
tions requires us to be thoughtful and deliberate in deter-
mining the next steps,” said Navy Captain Jeff Davis, a
Pentagon spokesman.  “We are committed to opening
positions and occupations where and how it makes sense.”
For this reason, the Pentagon has given itself until January
2016 to pinpoint which roles, if any, should stay off-limits to
women. And to make that determination, the military’s dif-
ferent branches have carried out studies and experiments
since 2013. Separately, Admiral Jon Greenert told the
Defense News publication Tuesday  that the Navy plans on
opening up its elite SEAL fighting units to women, provided
they can pass the notoriously difficult training course.
Already the Marines, often at the forefront of fighting over
the past decade, have opened their infantry courses to
women-but only as a test for now. No woman has success-
fully made it through the extremely physically challenging
Marine training to become an infantry officer. But 144 have
made it through the enlisted troops course.—AFP 


