Hurricane Ike caused massive damage last week as it plowed through island nations in the Caribbean Sea and highly-populated areas along the Gulf Coast. Making landfall as a category 2 hurricane, Ike killed 41 people in Texas and Louisiana and damaged enough property to make it the third costliest storm on record in the United States.

Then, Ike turned its sights on Arkansas.

As the storm passed over central Arkansas just after midnight Sunday, Harding’s campus sustained minor damage from high winds and temporarily lost power in some areas.

The most significant damage, and the most noticeable for many dorm residents, was caused by a falling tree on Remington Street near Woodruff. According the National Weather Service, the storm had sustained winds of 40 mph, which was too much for the tree to withstand. It snapped at the trunk and fell into nearby power lines around 3:15 a.m. Sunday. Many buildings on campus suddenly went dark.

“About 60 percent of the campus was affected,” the head of Harding’s Physical Resource department, Danny DeRamus, said. 

DeRamus said he received a call from Public Safety concerning the power outage just before 5 a.m. and immediately began coordinating the response.

“When security called me, I called Entergy,” DeRamus said, referring to Entergy Arkansas, the company that manages electricity for all of Searcy. 

After the Searcy fire department determined that the downed power lines and utility pole did not pose a significant safety threat, DeRamus called in Entergy crews to make the necessary repairs.

Meanwhile, the majority of students slept soundly through the blackout. Freshman James Easter said he woke up just in time to feel his air conditioning going dead.

“It just started getting really hot and muggy,” Easter said. 

Originally from Oklahoma, he said he wasn’t “freaked out” by the extreme weather. For Easter and other students, Ike was more of a headache than a threat.

“I couldn’t make my morning coffee,” senior Kim Taylor said, “so my day was shot.” 

The power outage silenced alarm clocks, depleted the supply of hot water and made many students choose between skipping church services and getting ready in the dark. Junior Jessica Roper said she and her friends made some changes to their Sunday morning routine, applying makeup in the car “because there was no way we could see in the mirrors.”

“We had to sit there in the parking lot for an extra five minutes, just … primping,” she said.

Around 3 that afternoon, Entergy crews completed their repairs and power was restored to the campus. By then, many residents had assessed the situation and found ways to cope with the blackout. Students flocked to the student center and Brackett Library, both of which did not lose power during the storm, to do homework and charge laptop computers. 

“[It was] my first time in the library,” Easter said. “Kind of forced, because they had energy in there.” 

After the lights came back on across campus, Easter and much of the student body returned to business as usual.

However, the damage from Ike’s winds extended far beyond a utility pole on Remington Street. Eight thousand people in Searcy lost power during the storm, compared with 250,000 statewide. The National Weather Service confirmed that five tornadoes touched down in Arkansas, and one death was reported after a tree fell on a mobile home in Poinsett County.

At Harding, the winds tore through the trees and left branches scattered all over campus. When the maintenance crews came back to work on Monday, DeRamus said, he set about the task of clearing away as much of the debris as possible. By Wednesday, almost all of the stray branches had been collected and set aside for the city of Searcy to use in making mulch.

One issue that remains unresolved for the time being is the roof of the Shores residence hall, which lost a significant number of shingles to Ike’s winds. DeRamus said Shores “took the brunt” of the gusts because of its position in relation to the storm.

“You get a building tilted just a few degrees into that wind, and it can take the shingles off or not even bother it much,” DeRamus said. 

He said the extent of the damage at Shores was caused not only on the angle of the building, but also the age of the shingles. 

“It was getting time for them to be replaced,” he said. “[The wind] just helped a little.”

Inside Shores, Resident Life Coordinator Lisa Farley said she was able to hear the shingles as they slammed into the ground. 

“After the power went out, my daughter and I were lying in the living room … and we kept hearing something,” Farley said. “We didn’t know what it was. There was this really loud thud, and it sounded like something breaking.” 

She said when she stepped outside later that morning, she found pieces of the Shores roof lying on the sidewalks, in the courtyard and even in her small backyard. 

Raised in Houston, Texas, Farley said hurricanes were nothing new to her. She acknowledged that the foot-long shingles could have caused serious physical harm if they had hit anyone, but said she believed the winds that blew through Harding last January, taking part of the Reynolds building’s roof with them, were even worse.

“Neat, huh?” she said, pointing to a stack of shingles that had landed just outside her fence.

The student body at large seemed to treat the storm as an inconvenience at worst. Many slept through the entire stormy night. However, DeRamus said he believes the campus “dodged a pretty good bullet there.”

Harding has three “power feeds” supplying it with electricity, DeRamus said. In the event that these feeds fail, Harding owns three diesel-powered generators: one in the Benson Auditorium, one in the Administration building and one in the McInteer building. Where Harding should count its blessings, DeRamus said, is in the fact that only the power feed on Remington was damaged. Although this knocked out power in most dorms and several other buildings, places where environment-sensitive materials are stored, such as the Pryor-England Science and Engineering Building and the Center for Health Sciences, were spared. A loss of electricity in any of these places could have damaged the materials inside.

“It wasn’t the cafeteria, thank goodness,” he said.

DeRamus said in addition, students should not assume that companies like Entergy treat Harding any differently than their other customers. Although the response from the electricity provider came quickly, he said he believes it was purely a business move.

“They aren’t waiting on Harding University,” he said. 

He said rather, Entergy’s decision was based on how many customers could be helped in the quickest manner possible. 

“They knew they could fix that one pole and get three or four thousand people back in power.”

Deputy Director of Public Safety Kevin Davis said he agrees. 

“I don’t think we got any special treatment,” he said. “I think they had enough personnel standing by to handle it.” 

Harding has an emergency management committee and written plan for “any type of emergency that may happen on campus,” he said. “Nothing was ever out of control.”

The roof of Shores will require outside contractors to repair. Harding has already begun accepting bids for the job, but much work outside campus remains to be done in the wake of hurricane Ike.

“They are as busy as we are, in trying to get stuff done,’ DeRamus said. “We have to wait on them to finish, and then they’ll come and do us.”

