Dog Ginger returns to hurricane aftermath

Reprint: Cortez Journal

Saturday, January 28th 2006

By Vila Schwindt 

Ginger, said to be half yellow Lab and half beagle, was rescued from the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina when an insurance agent reported he couldn't get into a home after floodwaters receded. 
She was among 104 animals that were flown to Durango on Sept. 30 for safekeeping by the Humane Society of Pagosa Springs. Three of the dogs, including Ginger, ended up at the Cortez Animal Shelter. 

This past Sunday, 21 weeks after the deadly storm struck Louisiana, she was finally reunited with her family, the Neitzschmans. 

Like many others who had heard the wolf cry of “This is the big one” many times before, the Neitzschmans had secured their dog in a kennel with food and water, knowing she could get on top of the doghouse if waters rose. They assumed they would be back soon. 

“I only wish Ginger could tell her own story,” Shannon Neitzschman said in a telephone interview. “We took her with us during the last warning. We just didn’t know this really was the big one.” 

From neighbors who stayed and were later air-lifted out, Neitzschman was told that when the calm eye of the storm arrived, they looked out to assess the damage and saw a huge wall of water approaching. They barely had time to race to a two-story house, which was soon surrounded by water that rose to the top floor. 

A horse was air-lifted out, but the Neitzschmans have no idea how Ginger had fared. 

“People must have gone around putting bags of dog food out,” Neitzschman said about their first visit to their home in Violet, La., in St. Bernard Parish. “There were bags of it in the streets and dead animals on our porch. I can’t, don’t, want to imagine what our dog went through.” 

She had heard a story about police keeping dogs at a school and asking their owners to write descriptions so they could connect later after they had been placed in shelters, and then hearing that some other people had found the same dogs shot and killed. She didn’t know if it was true. 

On that first visit, they didn’t know what had happened to Ginger, only that she had been picked up by some rescue organization. 

Ginger had joined the Neitzschman family about three years ago. She was a junkyard puppy, and was maybe 4 weeks old and scrawny when they got her. She was supposed to be the family dog, for sons Joseph and Bryan and daughter Katelin to enjoy. 

But young Katelin jumped in with an eyedropper and spoon to feed (and ultimately spoil) the wee thing. 

“I read somewhere that putting an alarm clock in with a puppy would help it go to sleep,” said 14-year-old Katelin. “So I put one of those really noisy clocks in with some stuffed animals and a blanket and she fell asleep next to the clock. It’s supposed to sound like the mother’s heart.” 

Shannon Neitzschman said her daughter asked and asked when they would get Ginger back. 

“I told her, ‘We have other things that we need to do first,’” she said with a sigh. 

Neitzschman spoke with a soft Louisiana drawl, but you could hear the stress from the ravages Katrina had embedded in their lives, even with the family safe and in a big, warm house until they can rebuild the home they purchased just three years ago. 

No one there carries flood insurance, Neitzschman said. A hurricane’s winds are what usually cause the most damage, so that’s the normal coverage people have. 

“We have 27 years to pay on a house that has been totally gutted,” she said. “I just keep in mind that somebody else didn’t fare as well as we did. Other people are still living in hotels — or tent cities, and it’s cold out there.” 

The Neitzschmans evacuated initially to Mount Pleasant, Texas, but soon relocated, through a friend of a friend, to Monticello, Ark., where they now live in a three-bedroom home. 

“The kids were able to start school the day after Labor Day and only missed one week,” she said. “They’ve adjusted pretty well, always going someplace, which they didn’t do at home.” 

Neitzschman’s husband is working back in Louisiana, and spends weekends rebuilding their home. She said she doesn’t like to go visit because it’s depressing and looks like it just happened yesterday. 

Mary Carter, director of the Cortez Animal Shelter, said that people weren’t the only ones who suffered from the trauma. Even though Ginger’s owner said she had never been aggressive before, the dog was not immediately happy in colorful Colorado. 

Carter didn’t want to put her in a home with children, since she had nipped at the shelter workers more than once. 

“But once she warmed up to the staff, she was fine,” Carter said. 

A Web site called Petfinder.com was the link between Cortez and the Neitzschmans. Neighbors of the family told them they had seen Ginger’s ID number on the site. Carter said someone e-mailed her and gave her the Neitzschman’s name. Carter assumed a volunteer was working at matching pets with owners and doing the leg work, strictly by using the address and not because of actual knowledge of the parties. 

“If I can just help one of these dogs (get back to their owners), that’s great,” Carter said. 

“A bundle of joy,” were Katelin’s words about Ginger arriving home, leaving it to the listener to decide if she meant the dog or herself. 

She expressed her concern quietly, saying she didn’t like to break promises, especially to someone who’s always been there for her, meaning the dog. She said they had told Ginger they’d be back soon. 

“I just prayed every night that I’d get her back,” Katelin said. “Then I saw her picture on the Web. I felt bad because I’d forgotten things about her. But I still didn’t know when I’d be getting her back.” 

Before the hurricane, Ginger was an outside dog. Katelin said she and her brothers used to play fetch with her and hang out at the basketball court together. The first night Ginger was back, Katelin let her sleep on her bed. 

“She was right up on my pillow,” she said, quietly amazed. “Every time I’d shiver, or turn over, she’d be right next to me. It was fine, except she snores.” 

The dog and girl must like each other. Katelin said Ginger lets her paint her toenails in different colors. 

“Orange, I like orange,” Katelin said. “But also red. “Those colors go with her pretty yellow fur.” 

The little yellow dog did a lot of tail-wagging and jumping up on laps when she was delivered to the Neitzschmans’ temporary home. Shannon said they’ll never leave her again, even for a little hurricane. 

