Seeking drier Pastures

People living along Shoreline Drive watch the weather and look for answers.
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After years in apartments, Carole Garrison was six weeks into her first house when Hurricane Isabel brought part of the Back River into her garage and then into her living room.

"I had checked before I bought the house" on Shoreline Drive, she says. "They had never had flooding in this neighborhood."

Her lone solace during the expensive cleanup was that Isabel was an anomaly that affected thousands.

"We thought Isabel was something that would never happen again," says Paige Beale, who has lived on Shoreline for 39 years.

But on Oct. 6, the water was back, blown from the Chesapeake Bay into the river and into Beale's house by a nor'easter. And on Nov. 21, it was back again.

Why?

Residents of the Pastures section of Hampton - and elsewhere in the city and in Poquoson - are asking this question as they seek a solution to a problem none faced before 2003. They want their neighborhood back to where it was when they could boast of waterfront living others could only envy.

More to the point, they want a remedy for flooding that has them watching weather forecasts with trepidation. "Now, every time you hear about a northeaster, your stomach starts turning," says Jane Nicosia, who has lived in the house next to Garrison's for 43 years. "You don't know how bad it's going to be."

Says Garrison: "I don't watch (TV news) much, but when there's a nor'easter coming, Paige (Beale) calls me. That way I can move my furniture upstairs."

That way they can worry together. And they're not the only ones looking down the Back River, northeast toward the Chesapeake Bay.

"I'm seeing tide water where I never saw tide water before here," says Gordon C. Helsel, mayor of Poquoson.

At Langley Air Force Base, Maj. Bob Langhill of the civil engineering squadron, says work is ongoing to keep the shoreline intact. "We know in a storm where the flooding will be," he says. "We accept that there's going to be a certain amount of flooding."

But how much and for how long?

"We're losing Fort Monroe," says Tom Leary, president of the Pastures Civic Association, referring to the fort's closing in 2011 because of Base Realignment and Closure action. "How long can we keep Langley if we don't get this fixed?"

The problem is that they really don't know what "this" is.

Theories abound, but whether any one or any combination of those answers is the solution is anybody's guess.

Dredging the canals that run behind houses on Shoreline and West Gilbert avenues in Pastures?

"There used to be 12 to 14 feet of water back there," says Nicosia, pointing at the inlet behind her house. Now it's a mudflat, where ducks walk among old tires and other debris deposited by Hurricane Isabel. Logically, if places that used to hold water are filled with muck, the water has to overflow into yards and houses, doesn't it? Well, no.

"I think there's a disconnect between the depth of the water and the height of the tide," says Fred Whitley, Hampton's city engineer.

Scientists at the Virginia Institute of Marine Science in Gloucester agree.

So, too, does Jennie Highfill, a West Gilbert resident whose knowledge of drainage comes from her days with a landscaping firm.

"Everybody in the neighborhood listened early to the idea that if we dredge, that will fix our problem," she says. "I know water is self-leveling."

But dredging can help with storm water runoff, which exacerbates the flooding problem, Leary says. About the time the residents of the Pastures realized that dredging was not the cure all, John Boone remembered fishing near Factory Point, near Grandview.

Factory Point lies at the mouth of the Back River, on what used to be a spit. But that spit was breached during two nor'easters in 1998, and water that was once diverted flows freely from the bay into the river.

"We never had flooding before that," says Boone. "I have absolutely no engineering training for this. But I have been out there fishing in 30 mph winds and have seen 20-foot waves. I can't imagine what it must have been like during Isabel."

And the spit, after all, is northeast of the flooding problem, with the wind blowing water directly across it like into a funnel up the river.

The Pasture Civic Association grabbed Boone's notion and ran with it, using satellite pictures that showed the breach.

Plug the breach and the flooding will stop?

Probably not.

"Restoring that spit from an ecological perspective is a good thing," said Scott Hardaway, a marine resources specialist at VIMS. "But its impact on the flooding probably would be negligible."

Again, water seeks its own level, which last fall was at the door of the Highfills on West Gilbert.

But restoring the spit would help people like Marty Bell, whose Bell Isle Marina on Dandy Point Road struggles because sand drifted from the spit at Factory Point into the channel of the Back River.

"Two boats can't pass in that channel anymore," says Bell, who is seeking approval to do his own dredging for his marina. "If they do, one will run aground."

But his dredging won't help the residents of the Pastures who are still casting about for answers and offering solutions.

"We never had this until they started building over there," says James Beale, pointing from his Shoreline Drive home across the Back River to developments on the western shore.

"They need to clean out the storm water drain system," offers Tom Leary, whose wife, Angela, is a member of the Hampton City Council. "But that won't do anything about the tide."

Experts have been consulted, and they and the laymen debate the issues. The residents point to the broken spit, to canals that need dredging, to buildings jutting into the river and to the fact that the problem is a new one.

The scientists call all of that "anecdotal evidence," and point to studies, to global warming, to sinking land.

If you want a simple fix, Hardaway says, raise your houses.

"I just did," Hardaway says of his house in Gloucester. "I had 10 inches of water in my house during Isabel, and now I can walk under it."

John Boone shakes his head. "That would cost a billion dollars," he says.

Every house wouldn't need raising. At the end of Shoreline, along the river, John and Ann Marie Harris sit high and dry.

"We were told when we built this house (in 1974) that it had to be 9 1/2 feet up," Harris says. "They were digging some site in Newport News, and I got them to bring in 300 dump truck loads of dirt before we built the house."

The 91/2-foot requirement came from the Federal Emergency Management Agency, which set up flood insurance standards. Before then, houses could be built at any elevation, at the buyer's risk.

Garrison's house was built in the 1960s at about 4 feet above sea level. So was Beale's.

On Thursday, John Boon, a scientist at VIMS, offered his own perspective. Those in the flood zone might just have to get used to the water.

The sea level is rising, Boon says, and the land in Hampton Roads is sinking and the two movements are inexorable.

"The difference is about 1.4 feet since the hurricane of 1933," he says, referring to a storm that has been called the worst in the Peninsula's history. "And it's going to be about 2 more feet by the end of this century."

Though he offers no solution, he does have a way to consider the problem.

"I'd strongly suggest that if you have a proposal," he says, "let us test it in a hydrodynamic model."

And its cost?

"Whatever it is, it wouldn't cost as much as filling in that spit and finding out that you didn't solve the problem," Boon says.

Angela Leary has marshaled a group to present the issue before the Hampton City Council on Wednesday, and Helsel, the Poquoson mayor, says he will watch closely. Langhill says the Langley engineers are learning from the residents of the Pastures.

But Leary warns that there are no easy answers.

"That's the important thing I want to make sure that everybody knows," she says. "I don't want to give out false hopes. We just don't know."

Her neighbor, Highfill, understands. She moved into the Pastures a year after Hurricane Isabel. "I talked with a neighbor, and he said that Isabel had brought flooding but that there had never been flooding here before."

Then she watched the water rise twice last fall.

At a meeting in Poquoson last week, she offered her own perspective.

"Everybody is looking for major solutions," she says. "I'm looking for 2 inches. That's the difference between it getting into my house or just being under my house. That's the difference between me having to buy new furniture or not."

Garrison, sitting next to Highfill, nodded. Six weeks after moving into her house on Shoreline, she had to borrow $40,000 to repair it, even though only two days before the hurricane she had gotten a letter saying her flood insurance was in force.

Only six weeks after moving into her first house, the thrill was gone. 
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