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Integrity, Character, and Disaster

character. A January 2005 train disaster near my home
in Aiken, S.C., gave me new insight into both of these

statements. My understanding of the disaster,
its aftermath, and the character/integrity

revealed is outlined subsequently.

A short Norfolk-Southern train
was switched onto a side track in
Graniteville, S.C., during the after-

noon/evening and was left on the
siding for unloading the next day. Un-

fortunately, the switch was never reset to
allow a train to pass down the main track,

and the next train passing through Graniteville barreled
onto the side track and crashed into the stationary, short
train. The crash derailed and severely damaged several
cars from the long train. The damage to one of the cars
caused the release of chlorine gas to the surrounding area.
At lease nine people were killed, over two hundred
required hospital treatment, and over five thousand were
evacuated from their homes. Businesses, churches, and
schools were closed; roads were blocked; decontamination
stations were established; and radio and television stations
gave advisory updates. The surrounding communities set
up emergency contact stations, opened homes and
churches to provide lodging for the displaced, and created
food kitchens and clothing closets. The first responders,
law enforcement groups, emergency medical personnel,
hospital staff, Red Cross workers, and numerous other
groups and individuals demonstrated that integrity was
a way of life and revealed their character with selfless
acts that focused on improving a dreadful situation.
Almost everyone offered to help. The helpers worked for
those caught in the disaster without any thought of
personal gain. Sometimes the helper was even placed at
risk. The community demonstrated that most people
want to obey the Boy Scout Law and be helpful, friendly,
courteous, kind, obedient, and so forth. However, a small
element of the population saw the train wreck not as an
unfortunate circumstance, not as a disaster, but as an
opportunity for personal and/or corporate gain.

The evacuation caused by release of the chlorine gas
left many homes unattended, and in an attempt to protect
those homes, local law enforcement imposed a curfew:
No one was allowed in the evacuated area after dark. Some
individuals must have thought that the combination of

Noon-time basketball is a common activity
providing tension release and exercise for the
faculty, staff, and graduate students

at many U.S. universities. At Virginia
Tech the activity is termed “playing in
the NBA” or the Noon-time
Basketball Association. Teams are
only organized after ten or more
“NBA members” have gathered, and
the team selection process is generally
designed to provide a competitive game.
The first team to make fifteen baskets wins
if they are ahead by two or more baskets, and
winning team plays new team in the next game. If no
one is ahead by at least two baskets, the game continues
until one team gains a two-basket margin. The losers sit
down. Most of the NBA participants hope to play three
games before showering and returning to work.
Occasionally a game will be extremely competitive, and
getting ahead by two baskets becomes very difficult. The
importance of winning the game increases as the level of
competition becomes greater and the length of the game
increases. During one very competitive game, the team I
was on was behind by one basket. The score was
something like 27 to 28 and we had the ball. I attempted
to throw a pass to Steve Gilmore, but the pass was
deflected and went out of bounds. The other team awarded
the ball to us until Steve stated, “I touched the ball just
before it went out of bounds.” Our opponents then took
the ball, passed it inbounds, promptly scored, and won
the game. A spectator and potential player for the next
game said to Steve, “That was a terrible time to be honest.”
Steve simply smiled and replied, “Integrity is a way of
life.” This statement prompted some serious discussion,
and virtually everyone involved agreed that Steve’s assertion
was true and had a wide range of application. The focus
of the discussion then began to center on the value of
sports and competition, with most of us agreeing that
competition and team sports build character. However,
Norm Marriott, one of my long-time friends, disagreed
and said, “Competitive sports don’t build character, they
simply reveal character; character is generally built by
spiritual activity.”

These two statements have stuck with me for over twenty
years: Integrity is a way of life, and our actions in com-
petitive and/or opportunistic situations reveal our
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evacuation and curfew provided opportunity for theft,
and during the first night of the curfew several people
revealed their character by being arrested for sneaking
into the evacuated area.

The Norfolk-Southern railroad set up a “help desk”
where displaced individuals could, with proper identifi-
cation, obtain a check for about a thousand dollars to
assist with the expenses resulting from the displacement.
At least eight people have been arrested for obtaining
these checks after going to the Division of Motor Vehicles
and changing their addresses so that their new driver’s
licenses showed that they lived in the evacuated area.
Certainly these actions, under crisis conditions, revealed
an undesirable character for this group of people.

The content of character was also revealed for some
corporations. Apparently, the billing schedule of an
energy company required that meters in the evacuated
area be read while the evacuation was in effect. In order
to avoid any delay in the billing/collection process, the
company “estimated” the meter readings at homes of the
displaced persons. Unfortunately, the bills didn’t state that
the meter readings were estimated, and displaced persons
obtained bills that suggested that their meters were
actually read on a day that no one was allowed in the
area. Additionally, newspaper reports stated that many
of the estimated meter readings were on the high side.
What kind of feelings did these actions invoke, and what
type of corporate character and integrity did the bills
suggest? I feel certain that the corporation did not desire
to appear greedy, uncaring, and/or self-centered, but isn’t
that what their actions revealed?

Finally, as with any disaster, the corporate offices of
Dewey, Cheatem and Howe are attempting to become
involved. They request involvement through full- and
partial-page advertisements in local newspapers, through
television and radio announcements, and even through
the personal approach of handing out business cards to
hospital visitors. Although many of these firms are
headquartered in cities such as New York, Chicago, and
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Philadelphia, the advertisements only mention branch
offices in Charleston, Atlanta, and other nearby southern
cities. These ambulance chasers have virtually no concern
for the dead, injured, and hurting. They simply see the
displaced families and their associated difficulties as
opportunities for financial gain. Even though the agents
for these firms are often respected by society and may be
active in churches, civic clubs, and other influential
organizations, their actions reveal a moral character very
similar to the character of those who changed their
addresses and/or sneaked into the evacuated areas.
Furthermore, the corporate reputation of most of the
firms that feed on disaster is, at best, not positive.

Failure analysts are seekers of the truth and hopefully
will not compromise
integrity for personal
gain. However, each of
us needs to realize that
sleaze by any name
and at any reward level
is still sleaze. We must carefully consider the implications
to our personal and corporate reputations whenever we
are tempted to assist those working for, or with, the Dewey,
Cheatem and Howe’s. We should always attempt to
follow the example set by Steve Gilmore and make the
honest, high-integrity call, even when we are the only
ones who know we have touched the ball. After all, as
Norm Marriott stated over twenty years ago, it is our
response to tough situations that, like participation in
competitive sport, reveals the true content of our character.

“Failure analysts are seekers of
truth and hopefully will not com-
promise integrity for personal
gain.”

Who do you want to reach today?
Advertising information on page 32.


