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Hurricane fury
 

Emotional scars still remain for many on Kauai
 

By Dr. Krishna Kumar
 

On Sept. 11, 1992, the people of Kauai went through the biggest disaster of their lives. For five hours that afternoon, our lives hung by a thread. Panic stricken, we prayed for this fury to be over. It seemed like it would never end.
As nature’s giant, with its powerful winds, roared through our homes and businesses, we experienced the biggest stress of our life.
At last, Iniki left our Island. Many of us got the blessing of second life after this disaster.
As we caught our breath, we realized that our most sentimental possessions were lost; our homes were destroyed and our businesses were shattered. To add to this agony, we saw panic and uncertainty in the eyes of our children. We wondered if we would ever recover; we questioned whether we would be able to cope with this devastation.
Yes, this was the biggest test of our life!
We struggled, we stumbled and we kept on trying to recover – to recover from the losses and to recover from the shaken-up inner resources within ourselves. Rebuilding our homes and businesses seemed like it would take forever. Rebuilding our inner strength didn’t happen very easily, either.
    Yes, many of us coped. But many continued to have sleepless nights and endless worrying. For some, the losses were just too much to accept, and they went through depression. Others were haunted by painful memories of panic.
    As the next chapter in the recovery process, we were faced with the highest unemployment in our state. Our people did not sit still. They continued to look for any possible employment, even if it was not of their interest or their field.
But sadly, many couldn’t fulfill commitments of mortgage and rent payments, and some came up short on groceries.
Discouragement, disappointment and frustration are painful realities. Even the mightiest of souls cannot accept this agonizing reality easily. It brought domestic violence, alcohol and drug abuse, homelessness and lack of health insurance.
In the aftermath of Iniki, nobody could survive alone, yet in the midst of great physical and emotional adversity, we turned to each other for help.
Soon after Iniki, we were a strong extended ohana, going out of our way to help our fellow human beings. Unfortunately, as each year has passed, the aloha spirit and spirit of ohana have diminished. Yes, this is another distress for all of us.
To date, many people have made their home in our beach parks and have sought public welfare assistance. The problem of alcohol and drug abuse makes our streets and parks unsafe. Yes, this is the distress for the whole community.
Our physical paradise is back to its old splendor. But we, as a community, have quite a way to go to make our Island an emotional paradise.
I have seen patients with anxiety, depression, panic disorders, alcohol and drug abuse, and domestic violence, a number of them related to the stress of Iniki.
I have been amazed at the adaptation of many of these patients and have wondered at the inability to cope with the tasks of daily living in other patients.
Just as nature has restored its splendor and flowers have bloomed, I believe the people of Kauai have the potential to bloom stronger and brighter, filled with a sense of the deeper meaning of life and the strength of family, friends and community.
Dr. Krishna Kumar is a Kauai psychiatrist.
