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"ROUND HERE

Tracey Towne (right) and her sons lustin Griffith, 16 (left), and Dylan Champine, 10, live in an apartment in Waterbury after they lost their home during Tropical Storm Irene. GLENN RUSSELL/FREE
PRESS

A flood victim finds her vewonrues

After Tracey Towne lost her
home to Tropical Storm Irene
she found a path to a new life

DAVID GOODMAN

_ Free Press Correspondent

An acrid gray cloud billowed over downtown Water-
bury. I followed the smoke back to its source, driving
across the Winooski River and down Main Street in the
small town of Duxbury. I could see a large, orange bon-
fire roaring under the light rain. A group of about a doz-
en people were going back and forth adding things to
the pyre.

As I walked toward them, I finally made out what
~ they were feeding the voracious fire: their homes.

A large excavator prowled across the lawns, tearing
off pieces of mobile homes like a primeval creature
feasting on carrion. Only in this case, the carcasses
were the remnants of people’s homes, dreams and lives.
Tracey Towne stood amid the ruins, her face

See VOICE, Page 4C
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Tracey Towne is working to rebuild her life after she lost her home during Tropical Storm Irene last August. She and her two children now live in a new apartment. GLENN RUSSELLFFREE PRESS

“Irene may have been one of the better things to happen to me. That may sound bizarve. But
I'm a happier person. I'm a stronger person. And I know that I can get through anything.. ”

TRACEY TOWNE

Voice

Continued from Page 1

streaked with soot, rain and tears. “It’s sad.
It’s really emotional,” the 41-year-old moth-
er of two told me as she clutched some pho-
tographs that she had just salvaged from
her blue trailer.

“We moved here when Dylan was 1 year
old.” Her 9-year-old son clutched her sweat-
shirt. “I felt safe because I knew that peaple
here were watching him. Everyone here,”
she said, motioning to the ghost town of
empty trailers around us, “was part of his
family.”

This was the scene that I encountered
last October in Patterson’s Mobile Home
Park. When Tropical Storm Irene tore into
Vermont on Aug. 28, 2011, Duxbury's half-
century-old mobile home park —it began as
cheap lodging for workers building the in-
terstate highway — was dealt a fatal blow.

The Winooski River, which bounds the
mobile home park on its north side, over-
flowed its banks, sending up to six feet of
water into the 19 mobile homes that com-
prised the tight-knit community. On the
night of the storm, desperate neighbors
helped one another to flee the rising waters,
and park manager Ed Patterson rescued a
number of residents in his canoe. Many had
less than 15 minutes to escape.

The families were burning their homes
on this day because they couldn't afford the
$1,500 that they were told it would cost to
dispose of them. Resident Mike Lavigne, a
heavy equipment operator, borrowed an ex-
cavator from his employer for the weekend,
and dealt the final death blows to his and his
neighbors’ mobile homes. The Dumpsters
overflowed quickly, so they burned every-
thing that didn’t fit.

“This house took months tobuild,” Towne
said, motioning to the mobile home that she
renovated and was now dismantling, “and

minutes to destroy.”
Starting over

I run into Towne recently at a Vermont
Mountaineers baseball game in Montpelier.
Sheis at the ballpark with her son Justin, 16,
sharing an activity they both enjoy. [ask her
how it’s been going.

“It's been a year of changes,” she says
witha weary chuckle. She offers to fill mein
a few days later.

We sit in Towne's comfortable second
floor apartment above a pizza parlor in
downtown Waterbury. She has the day off
from her seasonal job at Harrington’s in
Richmond and has just dropped off Dylan,
now 10, at the local summer rec program.
She relaxes on a flowered love seat in front
of an open window. A mild breeze catches
her short brown hair and periodically tosses
it into her eyes. She shows me some school
portraits of her kids that her ex-husband
gave her to replace all the photos that she
lost.

She is quick to smile and laugh — one in-
dication that she has come a long way since
the flood.

‘Towne, now 42, was born in Waterbury,
but moved to Fayston when she was 6 years
old. For seven years, she lived with her
mother, stepfather, five siblings and two
half-siblings in a hunting camp with no run-
ning water. “We hauled in water in buckets,
did laundry in the river, and I remember
waking up to very cold mornings before we
got the wood stove lit. I had a rough child-
hood,” she says, seeming to marvel at her
own story, “but it was fun. Life was simple
back then.”

Towne graduated from Harwood Union
High School in 1988 and married her high
school sweetheart soon after. I first met her
in the mid-1990s when we she and I were
both EMTs on Waterbury’s volunteer ambu-
lanceservice. Iadmired her skills and confi-
dence as she tended to patients from our

community. Unlike me who was a relative
newcomer to town then, Towne seemed to
know almost everyone we cared for. Fright-
ened patients would often smile in relief
when she would bound through their door
with a smile or friendly comment.

After having achild and getting divorced
in 2001, Towne was thrilled that she could
buy her first home at Patterson Parkin 2004.
She bought a 19-year-old three-bedroom mo-
bile home for $23,000. Her mortgage and lot
rent came to $400 per month. Working at a
local supermarket and later at a gas station
convenience store, she could afford her
home, which now included Dylan.

Towne enjoyed the tight-knit community
of Patterson Park. “It's a great little commu-
nity and a great place to live,” she recalls.
“Everybody took care of everybody and
people looked out for each other.” She even
helped a neighbor undergoing cancer treat-
ment by giving him shots, saving him trips
to the doctor.

Tropical Storm Irene wiped out Patter-
son Park with breathtaking speed. With her
terrified 9-year-old son waiting in a truck,
‘Towne raced into their home to grab a few
things. “Within the 15 to 20 minutes that it
took me topack an overnight bagand make a
couple of phone calls, the water was up to
our knees... but I told Dylan the water
wouldn't get into the trailer.”

The morning after the storm, Towne
swung by to check on her home. Water had
risen to the middle of her living room win-
dows. Slimy gray mud coated everything in-
side and out. She burst into tears.

“It was justdevastating ... I grewup with
nothing. I didn’t have much. But what [ had
was what I earned and we worked so hard
forit.”

Disaster targets the vulnerable
Mobile home residents around Vermont

took the hardest hit from Tropical Storm
Irene, Sixteen mobile home parks and more

than 500 mobile homes were damaged or de-
stroyed in the flooding.

“The flood impacted mobile home dwell-
ers disproportionately,” says Jen Hollar,
deputy commissioner of Vermont's Depart-
ment of Economic Housing and Community
Development. She notes that while only 7
percent of the state’s houses are mobile
homes, 15 percent of the homes damaged or
destroyed by Irene were mobile homes.

In the wake of the storm, mobile home
owners have been especially vulnerable. “In
many instances, owners of mobile homes
don’t have as many resources with which to
recover,” says Hollar.

While other flood victims have been able
to repair their homes and move back in,
flooded mobile home owners have faced the
total destruction of their homes and commu-
nities.

The plight of mobile home owners after
Irene has highlighted the shortage of af-
fordable housing in the state. Vermont has
one of the tightestrental housing markets in
the country. Vermonters pay the seventh
highest rents in the country among resi-
dents of non-metro areas, according to the
National Low Income Housing Coalition. Af-
fordable rental units are scarce: The state's
rental vacancy rate in 2011 was 4.2 percent
— the second lowest in the country.

After being dislocated, Tracey Towne
and her family stayed in local motels before
finally finding an apartment to rent in Wa-
terbury. The price is relatively steep: Her
two-bedroom apartment costs $950 per
month — more than double what she paid at
Patterson Park.

Immediately after the storm, Towne and
her Patterson Park neighbors confronted
other challenges. They tried to save money
by renting a Dumpster for $589 each and de-
molishing their own trailers, only to receive
a bill totaling more than $12,000 for the five
Dumpsters. No one told them they would
have to pay per pound of trash.

As the indignities piled up, Towne decid-
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ed to fight. She joined a A new strength Seeing my surprise, “still fears water and ing back there,” she says sweat the big things any-
new group, Mobile Home Towne offers some in- floods.”Sheconfessesthat with a sigh. “But being more, either. I just try to
Residents for Equality and Towne brings out a box  sight. She tellsme thatshe she “had a meltdown” a separated,[don’tknowifI live day by day.”
Fairness, which was orga- to show me some of the recentlybrokeupwithher few days earlier when she will. I'm comfortable here “I just go withthe flow.”
nized by the Vermont family photos that she sal- longtime boyfriend, some- realized she may havelost right now. My boys are She breaks into a hearty
Workers’ Center to help vaged from her destroyed thing she says was over- her only photo of her bio- comfortable. I don’t wan- laughat what she just said.
mobile home residents ad-  trailer. Many are damaged  due. logical father, who she namove again.” “Literally.”
vocate for their needs af- and stuck together, but “Sometimes you are in never met. Task about her plans for
ter the flood. volunteers helped her a situation that you don't “That’s another thing I the future. “I don't have David Goodman, an
Suddenly, Tracey save a number of the im- feel you can get out of. learned,” she interjects plans. Someday I'd like to author and journalist in
Towne discovered her ages. She thumbs them Irene helped megetoutof with a soft laugh, “keep have my own home again Waterbury, writes the
voice. slowly, pausing as she those situations. ... There your pictures on adisc.” with my own yard, a bar-  bi-weekly Vermont Lives
Towne became a regu- peers at some of the water  are people who would have Last week, the town of becue grill, my own wash-  column. He can be
lar at meetings with local stained photos. just walked away. But a Duxbury issued a condi- er/dryer. Someday. But reached at
and state officials, She “I miss my old place. I year agoIwasn'tthattype tional permit for Patter- give it alittle time.” davgoodvt@gmail.com, or
helped lead a groupof mo- miss the past,” she con- of person. Today I am that son Parkto reopen, though “Ihave learned that life follow him on Twitter at
bile home residents to ne- fesses as she sifts through type of person.” mobile homes will have to  can change very quickly,” www.twitter.com/david
gotiate with the trash re- images of her life. “But I “It’s not easy to just up be elevated above the 100- she reflects. “My life has  goodmanut.
moval company to waive thinkinthelongrun—this and move with two kids. year flood level. taken a 180. I don’t sweat
what they consideredtobe  is an awful thing to say — When Irene forced us to “T had planned on mov- the little things. I don't
I].:l)nfait' feesA . for 1hehir IléE?lE gmy ha}\:_e beenhone leave, that was ‘Ty ollzpor-
umpsters. After months of the better things to hap-  tunity to say, ‘You know
of stonewalling, the trash pentome. That may sound what? It’s time to start my DAI LY CROSSWOR D P UZZLE
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