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Five Days at Memorial: Life and Death in a Storm-Ravaged Hospital is a
powerful and haunting account by author Sheri Fink, published in September
2013. This compelling narrative delves into the harrowing events that
unfolded at Memorial Medical Center in New Orleans during and after Hurricane
Katrina in 2005. Fink's in-depth investigative journalism provides a critical
look at the ethical dilemmas faced by medical professionals under extreme
pressure, raising profound questions about life, death, and the limits of
human compassion.

Overview of the Events

In the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, Memorial Medical Center became a
microcosm of the chaos that enveloped New Orleans. As the storm ravaged the
city, the hospital found itself cut off from outside assistance, with rising
floodwaters and dwindling supplies. The narrative follows several key figures
within the hospital, focusing on their experiences during the five days when
they were effectively trapped and forced to make life-altering decisions.

Hospital Context and Conditions

- Isolation: The hospital was surrounded by floodwaters, which made
evacuation impossible.
- Resource scarcity: Medical supplies, food, and clean water quickly
dwindled.
- Power loss: The failure of generators added to the chaos, contributing to a
lack of adequate medical care.
- Staffing challenges: Many medical professionals were unable to reach the
hospital, leading to an understaffed facility during a time of crisis.

Fink meticulously details the psychological and logistical challenges that
medical staff faced as they attempted to care for patients in a rapidly
deteriorating environment. The tension between maintaining patient care and
the reality of the circumstances created an ethical quagmire.

The Human Element: Stories of Patients and



Staff

Fink’s narrative weaves together the stories of various individuals,
providing a human face to the tragedy.

Key Figures

1. Dr. Anna Pou: A surgeon who became a central figure in the events at
Memorial. Her decisions regarding patient care sparked significant
controversy and legal ramifications.
2. Nurses and Support Staff: Various nurses and staff members are portrayed,
demonstrating their dedication, fear, and moral struggles throughout the
crisis.
3. Patients: The patients themselves, many of whom were vulnerable and unable
to make decisions for themselves, are depicted in their desperate situations.

Emotional Strain and Ethical Dilemmas

The harrowing conditions led to profound emotional strain for everyone
involved. Medical staff faced dilemmas that tested their ethical boundaries:

- Life and Death Decisions: With limited resources and overwhelming patient
needs, staff had to make decisions about who would receive care and who would
not.
- End-of-Life Care: The question of whether to continue aggressive treatment
or to ease suffering became central as the situation worsened.
- Moral Justifications: Many staff members struggled with their actions and
the justifications for the choices they made under duress.

Fink captures the emotional toll on healthcare workers, illustrating how
their commitment to patient care was deeply challenged by the realities of
the storm.

Legal and Ethical Consequences

The aftermath of the events at Memorial Medical Center led to significant
legal scrutiny.

Investigations and Charges

- Criminal Investigations: Dr. Pou was charged with second-degree murder
based on allegations that she had administered lethal doses of medication to



patients.
- Public Outcry: The case drew national attention, igniting debates about the
ethics of euthanasia, particularly in disaster scenarios.
- Legal Outcomes: Ultimately, charges were dropped, but the case highlighted
the need for clearer guidelines for medical professionals in crisis
situations.

Fink discusses how the legal ramifications of the events at Memorial served
as a turning point in discussions surrounding medical ethics during
disasters.

The Role of Media and Public Perception

- Media Coverage: The way the media reported the events influenced public
perception significantly, often sensationalizing the actions of medical
staff.
- Community Impact: The local community's response to the events reflected
broader societal questions about accountability and care in emergencies.

Fink's work sheds light on how the narrative crafted by the media can shape
the understanding of complex ethical situations.

Lessons Learned from Memorial

The events at Memorial Medical Center serve as a case study for future
disaster preparedness and response.

Preparedness Strategies

1. Emergency Training: Hospitals must have robust emergency response plans in
place, including regular drills and training for staff.
2. Resource Management: Developing strategies for maintaining supplies and
managing resources during crises is crucial.
3. Mental Health Support: Providing psychological support for staff before,
during, and after emergencies can mitigate the emotional toll of high-stress
situations.

Ethical Frameworks

- Guidelines for Care: Establishing clear ethical guidelines for healthcare
providers in disaster scenarios can help navigate difficult decisions.
- Community Involvement: Engaging with local communities in emergency
planning can enhance trust and cooperation during crises.



Fink emphasizes that the lessons learned from the tragedy at Memorial Medical
Center can inform better practices for healthcare systems facing future
emergencies.

Conclusion: A Lasting Impact

Five Days at Memorial: Life and Death in a Storm-Ravaged Hospital is a
profound exploration of the intersection of healthcare, ethics, and human
resilience in the face of overwhelming adversity. Sheri Fink’s meticulous
research and compassionate storytelling illuminate the complexities of human
behavior during crises, prompting readers to reflect on the moral
implications of life, death, and decision-making in the most desperate of
circumstances.

Through this narrative, Fink not only memorializes the lives affected by
Hurricane Katrina but also encourages a broader dialogue about the
responsibilities of medical professionals and the systems that support them.
The book serves as both a tribute to the resilience of those who faced
unimaginable challenges and a cautionary tale about the vulnerability of
healthcare systems in times of disaster.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main subject of 'Five Days at Memorial:
Life and Death in a Storm-Ravaged Hospital'?
The book examines the events that took place at Memorial Medical Center in
New Orleans during and after Hurricane Katrina, focusing on the ethical
dilemmas faced by medical staff in a crisis situation.

Who is the author of 'Five Days at Memorial'?
The author is Sheri Fink, an investigative journalist and physician.

What significant event does the book center around?
The book centers around Hurricane Katrina and its devastating impact on the
hospital and its patients.

What ethical issues does Sheri Fink explore in the
book?
Fink explores the moral complexities of end-of-life decisions made by medical
staff under extreme circumstances, including the decision to euthanize
patients.



How did 'Five Days at Memorial' contribute to
discussions about disaster preparedness in
hospitals?
The book sparked conversations about the need for better disaster
preparedness protocols and ethical training for medical staff during
emergencies.

What type of research did Sheri Fink conduct for the
book?
Fink conducted extensive interviews with survivors, hospital staff, and
family members, and reviewed legal documents and medical records to provide
an in-depth analysis of the events.

What awards or recognition did 'Five Days at
Memorial' receive?
The book received the National Book Critics Circle Award for Biography and
was a finalist for the Pulitzer Prize in Investigative Journalism.
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