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Isabelle Cossart 

I Was The Face Of Disaster Tourism 
In Post-Katrina New Orleans 

Giving tours of flood-destroyed neighborhoods, I was accused of cashing in on others’ misery. It was my 
misery too. 

I came to New Orleans from France in 1975, when I was 21 years old, for what was supposed to be a one-
year teaching assignment at a city public school. To make extra money, I substituted for a friend on a few 
tour guide assignments for French tourists. As my English improved – and as I learned more about the city’s 
history and culture – the concierges1 at various hotels encouraged me to give tours of my own. Less than 
five years later, I convinced a banker to loan me enough money to buy a used 15-passenger van, and Tours 5 
By Isabelle was born. My company motto? “We’ll make you fall in love with Louisiana.” 

Forty years later, I’m still in New Orleans and still giving tours. But for the past 10 years, the job has 
included sharing some of the darkest moments in Louisiana’s history. In the fall of 2005, the demand for 
tours showing the destruction wrought by Hurricane Katrina became impossible to ignore. It was the only 
thing customers asked for. [...]  10 

Some argued that these tours exploit the victims of these tragedies and make a spectacle2 of human 
suffering. Others argued they’re merely in poor taste. Dubbed3 “disaster tourism,” it’s not an industry I ever 
hoped to get into. But it’s also one I don’t think I could have avoided. 
      When “The Storm” – which is what most people 
here call it, so as not to say her name – hit, I 15 
evacuated to my sons’ college apartment in Baton 
Rouge. When I came back about a month later, there 
were no more tourists. I laid off my 12 employees and 
sold four of my five tour vans to the Red Cross and to 
Habitat for Humanity. [...] 20 

Around the beginning of October, I started to get 
phone calls from insurance adjusters4 and Red Cross 
staffers, asking for tours of flooded New Orleans. 
Their spouses were coming to visit them and they 
wanted to show them what they had been working 25 
on, including the devastated areas. 

At first, I was shocked. I couldn’t imagine why  
anyone would want to tour the nightmarish scenes we were living among. The eery quiet (all the birds had 
left), the relentless brown and gray (the colors left as well), the moldy homes vomiting stinky, rotten 
furniture. Cars on top of trees, refrigerators on top of roofs, kids’ bikes hanging from the top of fences. The 30 
cryptic markings rescuers left on the front of homes, right above the black flood lines read: “gas leak,” “2 
cats under house,” “one dead in the attic.” 

But then I remembered my own grim vacations visiting a Nazi concentration camp and the sites of other 
war crimes as a teenager. It was only human nature, I figured, for people to want to see for themselves 
what’s happened here. And besides, I desperately needed the work. [...] 35 

After a couple of weeks, I had my route. [...] 

1 receptionisterne 
2 forestilling 
3 kaldt for 
4 insurance adjusters: vurderingsmænd 

Cossart’s first van, 1979.
Courtesy the author
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All in all, my narrated tour covered 49 miles. It took three and a half hours. It showed seven areas of 
flood wall failures and levee breaches5. For two months, I gave this tour by myself. I wanted to show people 
Katrina was not a natural disaster, it was a man-made one. [...] Every Katrina failure in New Orleans 
occurred in man-made flood walls along our drainage canals, built – defectively – by the Army Corps of 40 
Engineers to direct tropical rain water out of the city. 

I gathered data and information from our local newspaper, the Times-Picayune. I thought I had a 
responsibility, like a journalist, to tell every visitor the truth of this disaster and its crazy scope, its ugly and 
unjust consequences in terms of lives lost and property destroyed. I asked customers to ask their 
lawmakers to hold the Army Corps of Engineers accountable for their mistakes. 45 

Customers always had two reactions. They could not believe the depth of the damage, and they were 
shocked by the size of the area devastated. [...] 

Soon, other Katrina tours started, and I became one of the faces of this new, exploitative6 industry, 
portrayed as adding insult to the injury7 of the storm. [...] 

Later, Connie Chung interviewed me on a local NBC affiliate. “Don’t you have mixed feelings about this 50 
being voyeurism8?” she asked. “You charge people for gawking9 at others’ misery; don’t you feel bad about 
profiting by doing the Katrina disaster tour?” 

I was furious. What was television news if not gawking at and profiting off others’ misery? I wanted to 
point out the hypocrisy, but my mic was cut off. I also wanted to say that my Katrina tour was done in a 
sensitive manner. After all, most of the driver-guides had themselves lost everything they owned. 55 

In fact, the Katrina tour was so mind-numbingly bleak that I worried about my driver-guides, and asked 
if they were up for it. Two of them had lived in Chalmette and lost everything – homes, cars, communities. 
They begged me not to stop giving the tour. The job was the only thing that remained from their lives 
before the storm. We were not some big international tourism company swooping in to cash in on others’ 
misery. It was our misery too. Giving tours was part of the life we were trying to pick back up, just like the 60 
residents of the neighborhoods through which we toured. 

Our mission was to explain to as many people as we could exactly what happened here. And unlike the 
procession of tourists in cars, stopping to trespass and steal mementos10, we could contain11 our audience. 
I never allowed tourists to get out and take photographs in the areas where refugees in white hazmat 
suits12 came on the weekends to sift through the flood-soaked contents of their ruined homes. [...] 65 

 This is the difference between a Katrina tour and 
the horrible sites I saw as a teenager. Unlike a 
concentration camp, the areas affected by the storm 
are not sealed-off memorials. They are living 
communities. At the time, they were communities on 70 
life support. [...] 

By the time the much larger, national Gray Line bus 
tour company started doing its own Katrina tour in 
2006, I was sick of it. Each tour felt like reliving a 
nightmare. 75 

5 levee breaches: dæmningsbrud 
6 udbyttende 
7 adding insult to the injury: den gjorde ondt værre 
8 beluring 
9 at glo 
10 souvenirs 
11 kontrollere 
12 hazmat suits: beskyttelsesdragter 

Cossart was frequently called upon by local news to defend disaster tourism.
Image courtesy the author. 
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But it was the only way I could earn a living. Thanks to the Katrina tour’s popularity, I was able to buy 
two more vans and hire back some of my workers. 

Over the years, the route of what we now call “the Post Katrina Tour” has changed remarkably little. The 
content of the tour, however, has become more upbeat. I now pass Harry Connick Jr. and Branford 
Marsalis’s Musicians’ Village – a Habitat for Humanity neighborhood built in 2007. In Faubourg Treme, the 80 
horrendous Lafitte housing projects have been replaced by nice new townhouses built by the Department 
of Housing and Urban Development. [...]  

It’s not the romantic history that made me fall in love with New Orleans 40 years ago, but the sheer 
resilience and generosity that were revealed by the Storm are also beautiful to me. [...] 

The Post Katrina Tour was good for business in the sense that it kept my business alive. It was the only tour 85 
I was asked to give until the end of 2006. Then, slowly, demand trickled back for my tours of swamps and 
plantations. Nobody has objected to the latter, even though it too covers the site of historical atrocities. (As 
of recently, our plantation tour offerings include a stop at the Whitney Plantation’s new Museum of 
Slavery.) 

By 2012, demand for the Post Katrina Tour dwindled and we scaled it back to a portion of our regular 90 
city tour. But it’s still available by special request, and, 10 years later, people ask for it once in a while. After 
all, it’s still human nature to be curious. And I’m confident it can make you fall in love with Louisiana. 

(2015)




