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ACCOUNT

BY GEORGE METTS
(A TRUE STORM SURGE SURVIVAL STORY)

BACKGROUND:

George Metts is a paramedic who was assigned to the Lincoln High School in McClellanville, SC, the
evening of Thursday, September 21, 1989--the night that Hurricane Hugo struck the South Carolina coast.
The Lincoln High School had been designated as a primary hurricane shelter based on a hurricane
evacuation study done in 1987. The study listed the High School as "dry" through a Category-4 storm and
not subject to a storm surge. It also showed the elevation of the school at about 20 feet. After the storm had
passed, it was discovered that the correct elevation of the school was actually closer to ten feet above sea
level. The actual storm surge was later measured to be about 16 feet at the High School. More than 1100
people took refuge in the school that night. More than 400 crowded into the school's cafeteria. Mr. Metts'
hair-raising account follows:

"AT 1800 HOURS ON THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 21, 1989, TiMm LOCKRIDGE AND I -
WERE RELOCATED FROM MEDIC SIX STATION IN MCCLELLANVILLE TO
LINCOLN HIGH SCHOOL. UNKNOWN TO US WE WERE WITHIN ONE QUARTER
MILE FROM THE INTRACOASTAL WATERWAY.

WE SET UP OUR STATION IN THE ARTS AND CRAFTS ROOM AND GOT TOTALLY
DRENCHED FROM THE SUDDEN ONSET OF WIND GUSTS AND RAIN SQUALLS
WHILE CARRYING EQUIPMENT AND SUPPLIES INTO THE BUILDING. LYNN BOST
HELPED US CARRY BOXES OF SUPPLIES BROUGHT FROM OUR STATION. -

WE SETTLED IN AND MADE OUR MAKE-SHIFT BUNKS FROM TABLES AND
TRIED TO HANG CLOTHES UP TO DRY.

AT APPROXIMATELY 2000 HOURS, WE WERE REQUESTED BY A CONCERNED
FAMILY TO BRING IN AN INVALID MAN FROM A HOME NOT FAR FROM THE
SCHOOL. THE RAIN SQUALLS WERE STILL ONLY OCCASIONAL, - SO WE
VENTURED OUT. WE WENT TO A DARKENED HOUSE LIT BY A FLASHLIGHT.
THEN THE WIND AND RAIN BECAME MORE FEROCIOUS AND WE QUICKLY
LOADED THE MAN ONTO THE STRETCHER AND PACKED HIS WHEELCHAIR AND
WIFE INTO THE UNIT AND RUSHED BACK TO THE SHELTER. THE RAIN PELTED
US UNTIL WE WERE DRENCHED. ON ARRIVING BACK AT THE SHELTER, WE
PLACED OUR PATIENT IN A SEPARATE ROOM.

WE RETURNED TO OUR ROOM AND HUNG OUR CLOTHES UP TO DRY. I LAID
DOWN AND TIM TRIED TO READ. ANOTHER CONCERNED FAMILY ASKED US TO
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GO OUT AND PICK UP A RELATIVE AND BRING HIM TO THE SHELTER BUT WE
COULD NOT DUE TO THE INCREASED WINDS AND RAIN. SOME TIME AFTER
THIS THE ELECTRICITY FAILED AND ONLY THE HALL EMERGENCY LIGHTS
STAYED ON. TiMm WENT OUT TO READ AND I TRIED TO SLEEP. THOSE LIGHTS
LASTED MAYBE AN HOUR AND THEN THEY WENT OUT SO WE BOTH LAID
DOWN AND TRIED TO REST.

AT 0138 WE WERE AWAKENED BY RUSHING WATER. I SENSED, RATHER THAN
KNEW THAT SOMETHING WAS DANGEROUSLY WRONG. I RUSHED
FRANTICALLY TO GET DRESSED. WE TURNED ON OUR FLASHLIGHTS AND
COULD SEE WATER RUSHING THROUGH THE AIR CONDITIONERS AND WATER
RISING RAPIDLY AROUND OUR BOOTS AND EQUIPMENT. WE GRABBED OUR
GEAR AND PILED IT ONTO THE STRETCHER.I THEN ATTEMPTED TO PICK UP MY
PERSONAL GEAR, (SUITCASE, ETC.) AND THEN ABANDONED IT AS THE WATER
ROSE AND Tim AND I STRUGGLED TO GET THE DOOR OPEN AND THREW OUR
MEDICAL GEAR OUTSIDE. ALL THIS HAPPENED IN LESS THAN FIVE MINUTES.
THINKING OUR ROOM WAS FLOODING, WE SHOVED THE DOOR CLOSED
THINKING THIS WOULD SLOW OR STOP THE FLOODING. BUT THE HALLWAY
WAS RISING ABOVE OUR ANKLES. WE KNEW THE NEARBY DOUBLE DOOR WAS
CHAINED AND LOCKED, SO WE PUSHED OUR WAY THROUGH THE RAPIDLY
RISING WATER.

MR. AUSTIN® WAS DASHING MADLY PAST US WITH NUMEROUS PEOPLE IN
TOW. WE TRIED TO TURN THE PEOPLE BACK, RAISING OUR VOICES, TO NO
AVAIL AS THE PEOPLE SCREAMED PAST US. WE TURNED TOWARD THE
CHAINED DOOR AND ALL REALIZED THE DOOR WAS HELD SHUT, BY
INCOMING WATER. MR. AUSTIN THEN RUSHED BACK DOWN THE HALL. WE
TRIED TO TELL THE PEOPLE TO KEEP MOVING CALMLY DOWN THE HALL TO
THE EXIT BUT THEY CONTINUED SCREAMING AS BEFORE.

BY THE TIME WE REACHED THE MAIN HALLWAY, THE WATER WAS WAIST
HIGH AND MR. AUSTIN DISAPPEARED DOWN ANOTHER MAIN HALL AND INTO
THE DARKNESS FOLLOWED BY THE CROWD OF PEOPLE. I CHECKED THE FRONT
DOOR AND THE WATER LEVEL OUTSIDE COULD BE SEEN RISING OVER THE
DOOR HANDLE OUTSIDE AND SEVERAL INCHES ABOVE THE GLASS. IN
CHEST-HIGH WATER, I TURNED AND TOLD TIM TO FORGET THE EQUIPMENT, I
WOULD CHECK THE CAFETERIA.

I BECAME SEPARATED FROM TIM AND WITH WATER STILL RISING, THE DOOR
BECAME ALMOST IMPOSSIBLE TO REOPEN. I PUSHED FURTHER INTO THE
ROOM

" JENNINGS AUSTIN, PRINCIPAL OF LINCOLN HIGH
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OF SCREAMING WOMEN AND EQUALLY FRANTIC MEN THRASHING ABOUT THE
ROOM. SOME WERE SLOWLY MAKING THEIR WAY TO THE STAGE AND MANY.
MORE WERE ALREADY THERE, POSSIBLY THREE OR FOUR HUNDRED.
SOMEWHERE SCREAMING SOME WERE YELLING SOME WERE QUIET BUT ALL
WERE FRANTIC. I WAS AS FRANTIC AS THE OTHERS BUT TRIED TO KEEP IT
INSIDE TO ENCOURAGE THOSE AROUND ME.

I THEN WENT TO THE WINDOW WITH ANOTHER MAN AND WE ATTEMPTED TO
KNOCK OUT THE PLEXIGLASS WITH A FIRE EXTINGUISHER, WITH NO SUCCESS.
THE WINDOW MEASURED FROM WAIST HIGH ALMOST TO THE CEILING, 15 TO
18 FEET HIGH. ABOUT THIS TIME WE SAW THAT THE OUTSIDE LEVEL OF
WATER WAS ALMOST ONE FOOT HIGHER THAN INSIDE AND THE WINDOW WAS
BULGING INWARD. WE YELLED AND SCREAMED FOR THE OTHERS, NOT TO
BREAK THE WINDOWS. SOME STOPPED AND SOME KEPT RIGHT ON. MIDWAY
DOWN THE ROOM A WINDOW WAS BROKEN AND DUE TO THE MASSIVE FORCE,
THE WATER KEPT US ALL TRAPPED INSIDE.

AS THE WATER LEVEL INSIDE APPROACHED MY UPPER CHEST I CLIMBED UP
ONTO A TABLE EDGE WITH EVERYONE ELSE AND WAITED. WE HELPED ONE
ANOTHER AND HUDDLED ON THE TABLE YELLING AT THE OTHERS TO DO.
LIKEWISE. THE NOISE WAS SO GREAT THAT THOSE WHO COULDN'T HEAR US
SEEMED TO FOLLOW INSTINCTIVELY, CLIMBING ONTO CHAIRS AND TABLES.
REALIZING WE WERE TRAPPED WITH NO WAY OUT, I BEGAN LOOKING FOR
ANOTHER EXIT. ONLY BY KNOCKING OUT AN UPPER WINDOW COULD WE
MAKE A TRY FOR THE ROOF AND SAFETY.

THE MAN NEXT TO ME CLIMBED TO THE WINDOW. HE TRIED TO POUND WITH
HIS FIST,I GAVE HIM MY KNIFE AND THE FLASHLIGHT. WE WOULD HAVE USED
THE FIRE EXTINGUISHER, BUT IT HAD LONG SINCE FLOATED AWAY.

I THEN CLIMBED UP TO THE WINDOW AND AFTER SEVERAL MINUTES OF
POUNDING WITH THE FLASHLIGHT, I TIRED AND WHILE CLIMBING DOWN,
FELL INTO THE WARM SALT WATER. IT SEEMED TO REASSURE ME RATHER
THAN FRIGHTEN ME, AND I SWAM BACK TO THE TABLE AND WAS AGAIN
HELPED UP.

THE ENORMITY OF OUR SITUATION WAS STAGGERING. WE WERE. TOTALLY
TRAPPED. THE TIDAL SURGE HAD RISEN SO RAPIDLY THAT WE HAD' NO TIME
TO CALL FOR HELP. MY WALKIE TALKIE HAD GOTTEN WET EARLIER AND NOW
IT HAD FALLEN INTO THE INKY DARKNESS. WE WERE ON OUR OWN. THE
WATER WAS STILL RISING AND THOSE THAT COULD WERE PACKED LIKE
SARDINES ON THE STAGE.
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MY GROUP CONSISTED OF TEN TO FIFTEEN WOMEN, CHILDREN AND SOME
MEN. I NOTICED A WOMAN NEARBY TRYING TO HOLD UP TWO CHILDREN. I
TOOK ONE AND HELD HER ABOVE THE WATER. SHE WAS A THREE YEAR OLD
NAMED TSARA. I TRIED TO TALK TO HER CALMLY AND ASKED IF SHE WAS
SCARED. SHE SAID YES. I TOLD HER I WAS, TOO, BUT THAT EVERYTHING
WOULD BE ALL RIGHT. I BECAME SILENT, THINKING OF MY FOUR YEAR OLD
DAUGHTER AND FAMILY PRAYING THEY WERE OK. AS THE WATER CAME UP
TOMY CHEST WE ALL TRIED TO RAISE THE CHILDREN HIGHER.

THE MAN NEXT TO ME KEPT MONITORING THE WATER LEVELS, BUT HE
NEEDN'T HAVE BECAUSE WE COULD FEEL AND SEE IT TRYING TO ENVELOPE
Us.HE TOLD US THE OUTSIDE LEVEL WAS TWO FEET ABOUT THE INSIDE LEVEL.

THE CLOCK READ 0200 HOURS. THE NUMEROUS FLASHLIGHTS STAYED ON SO
YOU COULD SEE THE FORMS HUDDLED ON THE STAGE AND NEARBY TABLES.
ONE COUPLE REFUSED THE SAFETY OF THE TABLES AND STAGE AND INSISTED
ON FLOATING WITH THEIR HOUSEHOLD GOODS.

WE STAYED IN CHEST HIGH WATER FOR SEVERAL HOURS. I REMEMBER
TALKING AND SINGING TO THE CHILD TRYING TO PASS TIME. DURING THIS
TIME I CALMED DOWN AN HYSTERICAL WOMAN WHO WAS
HYPERVENTILATING. I KNEW I HAD TO CALM HER DOWN BECAUSE HAD SHE
FALLEN, SHE WOULD HAVE KNOCKED OTHERS INTO THE DEEPENING WATER.I
COULD NOT HELP ONE PERSON WITHOUT JEOPARDIZING OTHERS SO I SPOKE
AS CALMLY AS POSSIBLE SO OTHERS COULD HEAR ME AND ALSO BE CALMED.

SOMETIME AROUND 0300 HOURS SOMEONE OUTSIDE ON THE ROOF KNOCKED
OUT A TOP WINDOW PANE ON THE OPPOSITE WALL. ONLY A FEW DARED
CLIMB TO SAFETY. I KNEW THE WOMEN COULDN'T SWIM ACROSS THE
CAFETERIA AND I KNEW I COULD NOT SWIM THE DISTANCE WITH A THREE
YEAR OLD IN TOW, SO I PRAYED, ALONG WITH EVERYONE ELSE. I CONTINUED
TO TALK TO THE BABY AND HOLD HER UP ABOVE THE WATER LEVEL.

FINALLY THE OUTSIDE WATER LEVEL LOWERED AND STOPPED COMING IN
THE BROKEN WINDOW. EVENTUALLY, THE LEVEL DESCENDED. I REMEMBER
SMELLING COOKING GREASE, AND GAS FUMES FROM THE CARS FLOATING BY
OUTSIDE, RAMMING INTO OUR AMBULANCE. AFTER 4:00 OR 5:00 THAT
MORNING, THE WATER LEVEL LOWERED AND WE WERE ABLE TO OPEN THE
DOOR AND LOOK AROUND THE HALL. WE HELPED THE PEOPLE OFF THE
TABLES.I CHECKED AND NO ONE IN THE CAFETERIA WAS INJURED."
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