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Hurricane Digital Memory Bank, http://hurricanearchive.org/. Created and maintained by Mills Kelly at George Mason University. Reviewed January 7 – 15, 2010.

In the summer of 2005, the city of New Orleans, Louisiana and surrounding areas were devastated when Hurricanes Katrina and Rita made landfall. The Hurricane Digital Memory Bank (HDMB) was launched in 2007 with the mission to “collect, preserve, and present the stories and digital record of Hurricanes Katrina and Rita” through the use of electronic media. Organized by George Mason University’s Center for History and New Media and the University of New Orleans, in partnership with the Smithsonian Institution’s National Museum of American History , the HDMB counts the New Orleans Oral History Project and the NewsHour with Jim Lehrer as just two of close to twenty partners contributing content to this project. With a staff of experts in the fields of history, technology, web design, digital history and New Media (Roy Rosenzweig and Dan Cohen) and funded by the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation, the HDMB has created “a reliable and permanent record of responses to the storms of 2005”. The intended audience is inclusive and spans academics and laypersons with an interest in the personal stories of those affected by Katrina and Rita. 

The homepage, in complementary shades of soft blue and green contains a featured image and story with none of the design bells and whistles one would expect from a site with this pedigree. Yet, this simple elegant design allows the stories to take center stage. As visitors move through the well-organized tabbed pages, it is clear that the sole purpose of this site is to archive the individual stories of these storms. After the home page, there is an “Add to the Memory Bank” page devoted entirely to online submissions, as well as additional click-through links back to this page from elsewhere on the site.  The ‘About’ and ‘FAQs” pages provide comprehensive background information with many additional links to partner projects as well as individual contacts. 

There are three main methods for accessing the collection; a simple search box located at the top of the page, a ‘browse’ page with subheadings for stories, images, other files, outside links, map, and tags, and a ‘collections’ page. The search function appears to be the least reliable way to access a comprehensive list of files and could stand to be improved. The archived stories, images, podcasts, blogs, and PowerPoint presentations in this memory bank give the visitor an ‘on the ground’ experience of the hurricanes and their aftermath. The site makes good use of new media without using them to excess; in addition to the formats listed above there is an interactive map using Google Map API technology that allows visitors to connect items in the collection with a specific geographic location. The main difficulties with the site occur when you drill down into the collections and are required to return to each previous page by using the browser back arrow, a problem easily resolved with the addition of breadcrumbs. Offering video files in additional formats along with links to download necessary software would add to the usability of this site and correct the few minor issues with this impressive website. 
