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For Carolyn and Molly, the center of my universe, and my parents, who filled our family with the wonder of words




INTRODUCTION This Is Personal

I started covering street life as a cub reporter in the 1980s, when the Reagan era’s furious attack on federal support for poor people finally detonated the growing problem that began with the dismantling of mental institutions in the 1970s and crescendoed into what we now call homelessness. I’ve covered plenty of other topics since then, from mass shootings, executions, and serial killers to drought, disasters, and the American West—I’m a dyed-in-the-wool journalist. Which I believe means you try to become accomplished at most things in the newsroom as a reporter and editor, then specialize in something. Or in my case, a few somethings. Most of them grim.

But I got into journalism for a few core reasons, and taken together, they’re not grim. First, I love writing. Second, I love studying people, drilling down on things other people can’t or don’t want to see—what I like to call shoving my face headfirst into life, up close. And third, I want to help make the world around me a better place, which has always inevitably led me back to writing about poverty and homelessness.

Beyond my reportorial impulses, there’s also this: As the saying goes, “write what you know.” I know what it’s like to be poor. And to not have a home.



I GREW UP IN Northern California and Nevada in the 1960s and ’70s, the child of parents who never really understood how to relate to kids, having both been raised as only children in somewhat odd circumstances. Dad grew up on farms in rural Oregon and Washington, left with relatives after his mother died when he was seven and his father became a traveling lumberjack and butcher. Mom was raised in hardscrabble mining-camp tents and shacks in Nevada and was tough as nails—knew how to kill rattlers a half dozen ways by age eight. She expected me to be the same way. So did Dad, who sat me down at twelve and said, “You’re a man now, it’s time to go to work.” My first jobs were pulling weeds and cleaning carpets and sewer pipes. I have held some kind of job ever since.

My parents divorced when I was thirteen. My older sister was out of the house, so my ten-year-old brother and I were left with our mom, who promptly went to school full-time to “find herself” and finish her education so she could start what would later become a career teaching speed-reading, lobbying for mental health funding, and leading women’s empowerment seminars. My dad on the other hand, anguished about the divorce, took a technical-editing job on a U.S. military missile base on the other side of the world, where no kids were allowed and he could retreat from the world. Meanwhile, my mom and I were having intense conflicts that were vexing for a single mom struggling through school on government aid, child support, and stray nonprofit jobs. I hung out with friends playing basketball or guitar and didn’t come home on time, sneaked food beyond the tightly budgeted daily amount, rebuilt my beat-up motorcycle engine on the living room floor. I was a Boy Scout and didn’t smoke dope or drink. But I didn’t automatically obey, and that blew my navy-veteran mom’s circuits. At sixteen, she told me to get out.

Years after we reconciled, my mom—whom I recognized as an awesome feminist once we got through our crisis period—told me she was only able to kick me out of our home because “I knew you could take care of yourself.” Dad took the same view—“I always worked my way through school, you can do it, too,” he said. And it turned out that, indeed, sixteen was an age to perfectly capably start life, for me at least.

This was probably because Dad, also a navy vet, had been chasing college degrees for most of my formative years, and with Mom mostly home taking care of three kids, much of the time we lived below the poverty line. They were both writers, and every wall in our house was covered with used books, but the whole money thing wasn’t their forte. We moved every few years, food was short, clothes were ill-fitting hand-me-downs or once-a-year buys, student housing sucked. When whatever apartment we were living in needed paint or fixing, we did it ourselves. My parents taught us to work hard from the time we could hold a hammer. So struggling to get by was not new to me.

But I also had one other ace up my sleeve—I knew what direction I wanted to take in life. My father, who had taught high school and college English (among his many jobs), worshipped the written word and instilled that in all of us kids. My mom had been a navy journalist in the Korean War and always told me it was the best job in the world, and damned if she wasn’t right. When I got on my Livermore High School newspaper in California at fourteen and wrote my first story—something about attitudes on recess at the Student Union—I was hooked. Talking to people, figuring out what was in their heads, helping my classmates understand things better, getting to write—now this was exhilarating, electrifying. From then on there was no doubt in my mind about what I was going to do with my life. I would be a journalist.

And even on my own at sixteen, I knew going to college was my ticket there. I had by then already couch surfed frequently at friends’ houses to get away from the turmoil at home and had, at one point, run away for a week to sleep in a field (only to be found by the cops a week later at school—hey, I couldn’t stand to skip classes). So I was descending through those phases where people become unanchored and potentially head toward the street. But I was determined not to wind up outside. When I got tossed out of the house, I sold my beat-up motorcycle for $100 and rented an unfinished garage in Hayward, building my furniture out of scrap wood, while I got started at Chabot Junior College and worked as a house cleaner. I was a slightly freaked-out teenager, but the family I rented the garage from was kind, and once I saw that making $80 a month, getting the occasional $100 check from Dad, and spending $50 on rent left me enough to eat—as long as I stuck to beans, veggies, and Velveeta—I was off to the races.

After a year I transferred to San José State University, where the dorms were cheap, but at the holiday, semester, and summer breaks, I had no home to go back to. So I crashed with friends if I was lucky, but by then I’d gotten some student poverty aid and jammed in some extra jobs to buy a battered old Volkswagen Bug—so most of the time for the first year or so, during breaks I slept in my car on the outskirts of campus. It was cold, wet, and scary for a kid, and the back seat was too small for me to stretch out past fetal position. I washed up in gas station bathrooms and cursed the world while I vowed that one day I would have a real paycheck and a place of my own.

Working, of course, was never a question for me. It’s what you did, no matter what. So even when I was living out of my car, I had jobs. I pumped gas, painted houses, took office temp shifts, washed dishes, and did every other flexible job I could find until my senior year, when I finally got more sure of myself and scored a job editing the research office newsletter on campus. I figuratively pinched myself every day I went to work, thinking, “My God, they’re paying me to write!” It made me ravenous for the day I would actually get a paycheck for being a newspaper reporter. I knew it would happen. I just had to endure the road to get there.

I was twenty when I graduated, and with journalism BA in hand I spent the next few years bouncing between Europe, the United States, New Zealand, and Australia as a street singer and journalist. In the times when I rooted in for a bit—a stint in London at BBC radio, a small-paper job in California, stringing for United Press International in New Zealand—I lived in apartments, and in England, a residential dive hotel before upgrading to a closet, in a shared apartment, with just enough room for a single mattress. But when I traveled as a street singer—Busker became my nickname among pals—I hopped between towns, taking buses or hitchhiking, and crashing with other musicians or just bedding down at the side of the road or in parks if I hadn’t made it to a cheap hotel before nightfall. If it rained, I’d lay the guitar on one side of me, the backpack on the other, drape a tarp over the top, and sleep underneath. Great in the rain. None of it bothered me. The street was not a frightening place. I was technically homeless, but I knew in my heart I was going back to having a job and stability someday, kind of like a classic hobo. Many years later, I did ride the rails with hoboes through California just to give it a taste (and, of course, to write a newspaper story), and the feeling fit.

I smoked a bit of pot in those years, especially as a musician, and once while wandering via my thumb along the Australian coast I spent an entire week at a commune high on home-picked magic mushrooms. I was around plenty of addicts in the street, but somehow the hard stuff never tempted me. I didn’t want to lose control of my mind, and I felt bad for those who were hooked—but I never felt afraid to talk, to offer some of my food, to connect with them. It became comfortable.

At every newspaper where I’ve worked, from the little Lodi News-Sentinel in Lodi, California—yes, the one from the Creedence song—to the Oakland Tribune and the San Francisco Chronicle, I’ve made reporting on trauma and distress a specialty. For me, that’s mostly meant disaster, murder, poverty, and homelessness. I’ve been at the San Francisco Chronicle since 1992, and homelessness became my main focus after my dear friend Brant Ward—a Chronicle photographer who was as much a reporter as a photog—and I spent six months in the street in 2003 for a series examining why so many people were unhoused and desperate in San Francisco.

When asked about it, I say reporting on homelessness is “my happy place,” and the tinge of dark humor there doesn’t overshadow the fact that I actually do like street work more than anything else I do in journalism. It checks my boxes. I get to feel like I’m doing good in the world. By treating oppressed people with dignity, I get to hang with folks I love to talk to, and I get meaningful, emotionally rich things to write about. I get to feel like I’m making a difference.

I’ve always said that growing up the way I did made me strong, and I do believe that’s true. But as therapists like to point out, leaving home the way I did, and being homeless even in the truncated way I was as a kid, left trauma. Anger. Pain. I have a severe flight impulse because running off to the next thing—the next town, the next gig, the next place to be in my life—was something I learned to do to survive, and it made me feel I was moving forward. That makes for some great adventures, but it’s not altogether healthy. You carry your trauma and pain with you and it never disappears. To this day, in the far back of my mind, I still feel like some trapdoor about six feet in front of me might whisk me back to the street.

The thing to do is process all of that with perspective, learning which brass tacks matter and which don’t. Try hard to make life what you need it to be so that the trauma that never really leaves your being becomes a minimal factor in your everyday life. Find stability.

I’ve found that stability—married, made a family, settled down, solid job. And, yes, I’ve still managed to avoid booze or drug addiction en route. The way I’ve reacted to my challenges has left me more empathetic than resentful, which is crucial for actually listening to the ragged people I write about, to care for them and want them to have better lives. And to exult whenever those lives actually do get better. Yeah, I’ve had a share of pain and trauma—but it’s nothing like the stuff I’ve seen in the street.

Nothing like what the protagonists of this book, Rita Grant and Tyson Feilzer, have endured.



RITA’S AND TYSON’S JOURNEYS took them through unthinkable nightmares most people live very far from. To someone sipping a chardonnay in a white-tablecloth café, a disheveled down-and-outer lying passed out on the sidewalk outside can seem to be just part of the landscape. The decades-old tableau of our modern version of homelessness is too often now something to look away from, or to glance sadly at, or maybe to visit for a moment while you hand over a dollar. But every one of those people was somebody’s baby for at least a brief shining time, a child with potential, or an adult who wanted a life of security and love. You need to get past the grime and ruin to see it, to hear it, to feel it. But it’s there.

Come with me while we find that in the lives of Rita and Tyson.




PART 1
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Rita in high school

(Photo courtesy of her daughter Faith)
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Rita, at right, homeless

(Photo taken by Brant Ward, provided courtesy of San Francisco Chronicle)






CHAPTER 1 Homeless Central

San Francisco prides itself on being the City That Knows How, the cooler older brother of Silicon Valley and Oakland, the Paris of the West, a progressive bastion with a caring populace. But it’s not all shine. The city started out rough, booming into life with the 1840s Gold Rush to become a rollicking town of prospectors, shopkeepers, bankers, and everyone else trying to cash in on the gold being gouged and panned from the Sierra Nevada. Prostitutes and gangs proliferated, and the bustling seaport kept saloons, brothels, and dance halls filled with sailors, miners, and workers from the galaxy of businesses selling everything an adventurer needs, from shovels and chow to wagons and hydraulics.

Cocaine and morphine were easy to get, opium dens flourished. And there were plenty of unhoused people, too, notably when frigid winters in the mountains drove miners west with their families to sleep in the streets of San Francisco, waiting for better weather.

This wasn’t the whole picture of the city, of course. There was a long history of Ohlone people thriving on the hilly oceanside peninsula that the occupying Spanish later dubbed San Francisco in honor of Saint Francis, patron saint of the poor. And along with all the hurly-burly that came with its occupation and transformation there was artistry, a trade and wealth boom with the arrival of the Pacific Railroad, and colorful entrepreneurs from chocolatier Domingo Ghirardelli to pants-maker Levi Strauss. Nob Hill sprouted opulent mansions, one of the biggest Chinatowns in America expanded, and by the turn of the 1900s the city was known as a metropolis of style, hubbub, grace, debauchery, fancy hotels, and skid rows all happily rolled into one.

The 1906 Earthquake pretty much flattened the city through shaking and fire, but San Francisco was rebuilt even grander than before. In the century-plus since then, it’s taken on layers of identity—military base, Haight-Ashbury birthplace of hippiedom, LGBTQ mecca, and tourist-magnet home of the gorgeous Golden Gate Bridge and Fisherman’s Wharf and distinctly colorful neighborhoods of brightly painted Victorians from the Italian-centric North Beach to Latino-flavored Mission District. The city has world-class museums, a worthy rival to New York’s Central Park in Golden Gate Park, village-like residential neighborhoods with local shops and a thriving financial center.

San Francisco has come a long way from those rollicking early days to become one of the most important cities in America, headquarters to global giants such as Uber and Salesforce. The city’s annual budget of $14 billion is bigger than those of Maine and Rhode Island, and its seven-by-seven-mile space is the most densely populated metropolis outside of New York City.1

Then there’s image, which is hugely important considering tourism is among the city’s top industries. From the time of the city’s 1850 incorporation to now, San Francisco solidified its reputation as the place where oddballs and the needy can always come to mix with the swells and notables—corporate titans from the Levi family to the Gettys, Clint Eastwood to Robin Williams, dockworkers to modern tech bros and moguls like Elon Musk. It’s a fun city to visit, the place where that climb “halfway to the stars” takes cable cars past subsistence housing, high-end shopping, and multimillion-dollar mansions. And it always seems to adapt and innovate, keeping ahead of whatever societal waves are pushing forward, be it the Grateful Dead, Janis Joplin, et al., rock scene of the 1960s or the dot-com- and Twitter-era booms of the 2000s.

But since the early 2000s, the city has had another national reputation every bit as ingrained into the public consciousness: homeless central.

To be sure, there were always homeless people in San Francisco, as in the rest of the nation. And drugs. And booze. And addiction. In earlier times, homeless folks—the disabled, the unemployed, the mentally ill, those who didn’t fit in, or people who just had phenomenal bad luck—were called bums, hoboes, winos, and worse. Every big city had its skid row. But that changed with the 1980s, when the decimation of public funding for the needy began in earnest as income got shoved toward the upper brackets. The word homeless made its way into wide use in the early part of that decade, and cities with good weather and compassionate aid systems such as San Francisco and Los Angeles started to see their streets filling with people who had nowhere else to go. San Francisco, like the saint it was named after, led its approach to the crisis with shelter and emergency-housing aid—but as in every other city, the problem quickly outstripped the efforts. Nobody in charge had ever had to handle a mushrooming problem like this before, and they scrambled.

Over the past decade or so, in fits and starts, there has been some progress in bringing street people indoors. The homeless veterans population was slashed by 55 percent between 2010 and 2022 through heavy spending by the federal Department of Veterans Affairs, and targeted spending by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) reduced some other segments of the street population a tad.2 Still, the statistical bright spots are rare. In 1990, a federal one-night count found 228,621 homeless people in America, and by 2023 that number had grown to 653,100.3 Such one-night counts are inherently flawed undercounts, and many experts put the total throughout a year at more than 3.5 million—or by some estimates, more than 6 million.4 It’s become obvious that persistent poverty and economic backsliding for those who aren’t rich has been a fountain of misery that continually pours new people into the streets every year, refreshing the ranks of the unhoused—by many estimates, more than a third of the United States is either impoverished or poor and struggling from paycheck to paycheck.5

In San Francisco alone, the city’s Department of Homelessness and Supportive Housing estimates that for every homeless person who gets put under a roof, four more take the person’s place.6 That’s a crisis in many ways, not the least of which is that there already isn’t remotely enough housing to take them all in—let alone keep roofs over all of the poor who are hanging on by a thread, in danger of tumbling to the street. A 2023 report by the city’s homelessness department revealed that San Francisco would have to build nearly 4,000 permanent supportive housing units and 2,250 new shelter beds to end unsheltered homelessness within three years, at a cost of $1 billion up front and nearly $400 million a year in operating costs.7 That was immediately deemed unaffordable.

As for trying to plug the problem upstream? San Francisco’s housing planners determined the city would have to build eighty-two thousand new housing units between 2023 and 2031 to meet new California requirements intended to force each municipality to fill the state’s severe housing gap—and that more than half would have to be for affordable to low-to-moderate income earners. The number was seen as practically unreachable, requiring a tripling of the current construction rate in a city notorious for expensive, convoluted building approvals.8

The City by the Bay’s homeless conundrum is unique for several reasons. Its homeless population of around eight thousand on any given night—and more than double that when counted overall throughout the year—is more centrally located, more prominently placed and therefore broadly visible, than anywhere else in the nation.9 And San Francisco spends more money per capita on homelessness than nearly any other city—more than $600 million a year in all.10 It’s got more shelters per capita than anywhere else in the Bay Area, has nationally innovative aid programs like Project Homeless Connect, which convenes thousands of volunteers to hold assistance fairs for street folks, and has supportive housing and counseling services that have housed tens of thousands of formerly homeless people over the past two decades. And at times, particularly in the early 2000s, the street count dropped.

But all these efforts, all the money spent, all the analyses of who’s where and who’s been helped and which programs work best, haven’t made enough of a dent, at least in the public eye. San Francisco still has what many experts across the country call the most obvious, most visible—in other words, to many, the worst—homeless problem in America, even though the street populations are bigger in the much-larger cities of Los Angeles and New York. And locally, homelessness is frequently named by its residents as the number one problem facing San Francisco.

It’s been like this for decades.



IN 2003, I SPENT six months on the streets, working on what became a series of stories on homelessness called “Shame of the City” for the Chronicle.

The assignment came about because our managing editor, Robert “Rosey” Rosenthal, who had just arrived at the paper after leaving the Philadelphia Inquirer, decided we needed to take a deeper look into what he rightly considered the shocking scandal of homelessness in the city. One thing that tipped him over the edge came one day when he was driving through downtown San Francisco and saw a homeless guy snap the neck of a pigeon and then stuff it under his coat, seemingly to eat later.

Why are so many unhoused people screaming at telephone poles while folks just walk on by? he asked when he got back to the newsroom. Crapping on the sidewalk? Smoking and shooting up drugs right in the open? More than eighty-six hundred people were living in the city’s streets at the time, with clearly not enough being done to help them.11 Rosey had never seen anything so widespread, so deeply dysfunctional.

Send out a reporter and a photographer who know the street, Rosey said. Try to figure it out.

That turned out to be me and photographer Brant Ward. The gig fit me easily. As it did for Brant, who had reported on war in Somalia and disaster in Haiti, disasters and poverty in Northern California, and the usual spread of hard-news stories everywhere. Brant and I had covered devastating floods and the Polly Klaas kidnapping in the 1990s together and spent about a week at Woodstock-famous hippie clown Wavy Gravy’s summer camp for a magazine-length story, so we knew some shorthand with each other. But over the summer and fall of 2003 as we hit the streets, I came to regard him as a brother.

“Take as long as you need,” Rosey told us. “Really get to know these people in the street—find out what’s working and what’s not.”

I felt like I’d won the lottery. You don’t often get told to “take as long as you need” in the newspaper trade, but Rosey knew his stuff. He knew what it took to get something in depth—and it turned out to be four immersive months on the streets, then two more intensive months combined with writing. I trusted him. And he trusted Brant and me.

So we headed out with camera, notepads, and blankets and utterly open minds. We didn’t pretend to be homeless. We were just ourselves, which fortunately for the assignment didn’t look too different from a lot of street folks—just a couple of guys in jeans and checked shirts and sneakers. Except for one stint in a shelter, we were upfront about being journalists. All we want to do is find out what the hell your lives are about so other people can understand, we’d say. (In the shelter we registered with our real names and stayed a couple of nights, but didn’t offer that we were working for the paper until someone finally asked. If we’d told them from the jump that we were on the job, they would have given us a sanitized tour. This way we got to see the real deal.)

Brant and I trolled everywhere, separately and together, getting to know the homeless enclaves outside and in the shelters, often staying either all night or until wee hours. Our journeys began in the Mission District and the gritty Tenderloin, two swaths of San Francisco that were richly diverse, filled with artists and working-class folks with stretches of gentrification slicing through quite a bit of poverty. This is where you saw the biggest number of houseless wanderers and encampments. There weren’t many tents back then—that came later, when tents sprang up everywhere with the 2011 Occupy social-justice movement and never left. What we saw was mostly makeshift tarp shelters and a lot of people sleeping on cardboard with blankets or sleeping bags—some gathered in small groups for protection, most just with a few pals or by themselves. The weather’s mild here year-round, unlike pretty much anywhere north or far east of here, and it’s just not that hard to sleep outside most of the time.

On one of the first days we were out, we were chatting up Sunshine, a hefty houseless woman camped in a parking lot near the corner of busy Van Ness Avenue and Market Street, within eyesight of the stately, gold-domed City Hall, around lunchtime. I was asking her where she got her black eye—which I guessed was from her boyfriend, who was glaring at us from the other end of the parking lot—when I stupidly reached out to pet one of her two snarling German-shepherd–mix dogs. At that precise moment, the mutts decided to lunge and snap at each other, and my hand and arm got chewed in the middle with a couple of deep gashes. Sunshine barely noticed, her boyfriend smirked, and after I yelped in surprise I wrapped some Kleenex around my arm and tied it off with some string. It was just a street-life thing, like catching colds sleeping in the VW in college or cutting myself hitchhiking and wrapping a sock or whatever I had around it. You just put up with things. I didn’t want to make a big deal out of it. Didn’t want it to get in the way of the reporting. “You’d better get that looked at,” Brant said. I shrugged it off. But by evening I had a fever and the blood wouldn’t stop seeping.

So I checked into an emergency room to get patched up and filled with antibiotics, then went home and slept a day. Meanwhile, Brant wandered over to the corner where Van Ness becomes South Van Ness Avenue and crosses Mission Street. This is where he first spotted Little Bit, striding down the street, tiny legs pumping purposefully while she swung her arms back and forth like a kid skipping to the playground. She was only about four feet tall, so Brant thought she was a child. She wasn’t.

She was thirty-two-year-old Susan Beach, known to street cleaners as the Midget, to her pals as Little Bit, and to anyone running a shop nearby watching her smoke crack, shoot heroin, and entice tricks as an exasperating paragon of tragedy. A dad, like me, Brant hurried over to talk to her, got the real skinny on who she was, and then met her crew. There were about a dozen of them, all hanging out on a windswept triangle of concrete with a couple of shading trees overlooking a cluster of tarps, cardboard, and shopping carts. This was just a few blocks from City Hall, and the traffic on busy South Van Ness and Mission roared by like metal rivers.

What do you call this spot on the traffic island? Brant asked.

“Homeless Island,” they said.

When I got back into action after my emergency room visit and my one day of recuperating, we returned to that spot—and it hooked us. We still trolled all over the city, from forested Golden Gate Park to the industrial eastern-bayfront shoreline, but we always came back to Homeless Island every day or so.

These were desperate, fascinating people—the very definition of what the government calls the “chronically homeless,” anyone who’s lived outside for a year or more and has disabling conditions like mental illness or substance abuse.12 That’s a very different stratum of homeless from the majority. Most homeless people episodically slide into it because of emergencies like losing a job or fleeing domestic violence, then “self-resolve” (as caseworkers say) their way out of it by finding a job, moving permanently in with family, or the like.13

But the chronics? They are the most entrenched and most miserable of the unhoused, and they are the ones most people envision when they think of “the homeless.” They’re usually around 30 percent of the total homeless population. The other 70 percent, the ones you don’t see all the time, are in shelters, couch surfing, or in institutions such as jail or rehab.14

The chronically homeless get the most attention because they are the most visible, outside all the time in tents or hanging out on the sidewalk, often shooting up or smoking dope. More than 75 percent of them are crushed by either mental difficulties or substance abuse, often both together.15 They aren’t going to just pull themselves off the street. No “up by the bootstraps” fantasy there. They are the ones most in need of help.

That chronic population was exactly whom I was looking for, and the Islanders were welcoming, in a street-rough way. Unusually street-smart. Messed up on drugs and desperation. But open to talking—and talking, and talking. They crept into our hearts. There was way more to them than met the eye, as there always is with homeless people.

And that’s when we met Rita Grant.

I walked up to her as she sat on the concrete under the trees next to a shopping cart. In her lap was a big cardboard sign with HUNGER HURTS, ANYTHING HELPS scrawled on it with a Sharpie. She looked middle-aged and wore a sixties-style beige buckskin fringe jacket and jeans with piping around the pockets. Pretty stylish for a panhandler, I thought. She squinted at me for a long moment.

“Got a dollar?” she asked.

“Nah, I’m just here to talk,” I said. “I’m a reporter. I’m writing about what life is like out here.”

“Hmm, really?” Rita said, lips tightening. “Well, it’s not good, I’ll tell you that.” She looked away, and I moved on to another shopping cart.

That one would take a little more time to open up, if she would at all, I thought. But something in her manner, her eyes, her moxie, told me it would be worth the effort.




CHAPTER 2 Rita—Subterranean World in Plain Sight

2003

The world of the most desperately homeless is a world all unto itself. Most people going about their daily business see the surface—like folks sitting on cardboard with bags, or panhandling signs—and mostly just keep walking by. Rita’s Homeless Island stuck out like a human landslide.

If you rolled by the Island a few times in the spring of 2003, you couldn’t help but notice Rita or her boyfriend, Tommy, standing in between the traffic lanes, holding cardboard signs reading Rita’s favorite, HUNGER HURTS, ANYTHING HELPS, or Tommy’s favorite, ANYTHING HELPS, EVEN-A-SMILE. Or Little Bit walking across the traffic island—here, at one of the busiest corners in San Francisco—looking for all the world like a lost little girl. Which is what her johns thought she was. That’s why they’d drive up from places like Palo Alto in BMWs and the like to screw her at $50 a throw in the back seat. She was tough like a rat—snarling, telling you to fuck off or just plain giving you the cold shoulder until she got to know you. But then… then, she was heartbreaking, telling you about how she missed her four children, how she wanted a house with a yard and flowers. How she wanted love, how she had actually found it a few times in her life and had never given up hope of someday finding something that would last.

They were all like that, the Homeless Islanders—about a dozen regulars in all, with another dozen or so who drifted in and out. Tough or pathetic—but charming and gentle, and infinitely real under the surface.

And this place where they lived? Unlike anything else most people had seen before, even in a freewheeling lefty city of funky individualism. They lived on a traffic island. This forty-by-seventy-five-foot chunk of triangular concrete was ideal for them, with those two leafy trees giving shade, a nearby alley to do business in (mostly selling or buying dope and shoplifted stuff), and traffic streaming by on two major streets with stoplights in each direction so they could panhandle the stopped cars.

Rita and her friends were there all the time, their shopping carts parked around them as a barrier, as protection, as makeshift walls. In that circle they could hang out, eat, sleep, shoot up—do all the things they might do more privately inside what you’d call a home. Because this was their home. This was their reality, and they’d been in that reality for several years. So many, in fact, that dozens of others came and went at the little colony, some staying awhile, others just passing through, others still just showing up to buy dope or find out the best alley where they could pick up a john. The Island became so entrenched that it was known at least peripherally by nearly everyone who seriously dealt with entrenched street life in San Francisco.

The street counselors and panhandlers all knew Homeless Island was the hardest of the hard core in the city. They had talked with Rita and her pals, cajoling them, urging them to take services and move inside. Gave up. Then tried again. Failed again. This was anything but surprising, given the astonishing array of dysfunctions that had to be dealt with: Some were missing legs, some were deranged, some were hand-to-mouth pot, heroin, or crack dealers. Every one of them was addicted to something and usually shot up, snorted, or drank anything that became available. Aside from Little Bit, Tommy, and Rita, the main group included tough military vets, gay and straight alley hookers, and a society girl from Marin County who couldn’t resist the needle. Most of the women had been dragged by bad-boy boyfriends onto life pathways that led to the gutter.

Memories of living in decent apartments or houses were long faded. They slept, injected and smoked drugs, dressed and undressed, and generally just hung out around their assembled bunch of shopping carts heaped with clothes, blankets, food, while the traffic from Van Ness and Mission roared alongside their little triangle of concrete. The traffic island actually lay at the end of a short stump of Twelfth Street that butted up to the corner of Van Ness and Mission, and the colony’s mess spilled onto the sidewalks. Uneven heaps of food wrappers, empty beer cans and pint vodka bottles, clothes, stray shoes, blankets, cardboard—it all just lay where it was dropped, and the street cleaners, who came by with hoses and garbage trucks, swept the trash away every few days—along with whatever sleeping bags, piles of clothes, or other belongings the Islanders forgot to move before the trucks pulled up. They were a living-out-loud microcosm of all that can go the most wrong in the most dysfunctional homeless lives.

People who drove by or walked by on the way to shops or work saw the sprawl and the decay of Islanders doing drugs right out there in the open—a hallmark of modern San Francisco—and maybe wondered about how they got that way. But stopping to engage? Not many did. And even if they did, the conversations didn’t last long. A lot of good-hearted people live and work in San Francisco, but getting into a deep talk with people who too often are jittery for the next hit is difficult. You have to pick your times and your spots. It takes effort.

And, yes, crazy is an offensive word to counselors and the mental health advocate community. But on the Island, when you had mental issues, the people around you called you “crazy.” And like most chronically homeless people, everyone had at least some psychological trauma from living so hard outside. All those niceties about wordings could come later if you made it out of the streets alive and rejoined the more carefully worded society. Midget? Little Bit preferred to say she was “just small,” but when her pals called her a “midget,” she laughed. Everything was direct. Which meant the conversations with anyone who cared to stop and chat were direct. No pussyfooting around how hard it was to have to screw assholes for a pittance so you could pack your veins or pipe, or how desperately you wanted to get the hell off the street someday but had no real idea of how to do that.

No pretending that hunkering down outside wasn’t miserable.



THE MOST IRONIC THING about Homeless Island was that this gritty little colony existed right in the middle of one of the prettiest, richest cities on earth—the Left Coast bastion of progressive compassion. That’s the weird thing about San Francisco. It’s got some of the prettiest buildings and homes in the country, but walking through the downbeat parts of San Francisco where I spend much of my time, you’d think you were in some gentrified version of Kolkata. The geography of homelessness in San Francisco is pretty specific, and it has its own demographics and dynamics—a subterranean world that goes way beyond tents and people with their hands out asking for cash.

The main populations are clustered in a few key regions.

There’s the Mission, southwest of downtown, historically an economically spotty district with wonderful Latino flavor and Victorians that has in recent years gentrified with a tech boom but retains its bohemian essence. The Haight-Ashbury has been drawing would-be hippie transients and aging alcoholics to its spread of beautiful homes and shabby chic shops since the Summer of Love in 1967. For street folk who want to be near the water, there’s the Embarcadero, the waterfront strip of cavernous piers and trendy restaurants and shops on the edge of the city’s financial hub.

The Bayview–Hunters Point neighborhood, the historically Black sprawl of low-cost housing and shops on the southeast part of town, hosts hundreds of ramshackle vehicles and hard-to-find tent spots along the shoreline; and Golden Gate Park, an urban jewel of museums and nature, is studded with camping hideaways in thick underbrush or in groves of trees.

Among the first street folks I got to know were a half dozen panhandlers near City Hall on Market Street. The most colorful among them was Peg, a fortysomething guy with a titanium leg who panhandled by doing magic tricks with glow rings—snatching one from your ear, making them disappear from one hand to the other. He filled us in on life in his territory.

“The cops ping-pong us from block to block every few days or, if we’re lucky, weeks,” he said, sitting in a parking lot, where the little group was downing fried rice from a big carryout container some passerby had given them. “As long as you don’t fight and just move on, it’s all right. The cops don’t really want to hassle you, but they have to move things around or the people who live here start complaining a lot. Who the hell wants to move, but what can you do? So we go up to the Castro [several blocks west] or up toward Fisherman’s Wharf [several blocks north]. Doesn’t really matter as long as you know where to get what you need—you know, the right food handouts, leftovers, good panhandling spots.”

The ping-pong game is perennial. Shopkeepers and residents don’t want indigents panhandling and crashing in front of their buildings, and indigents don’t want to be hassled but can’t really fight authority from a scrap of cardboard when they’re ordered to move.

It’s become more complicated over the years to move camps because of legal wrangling over sweeps—particularly over what the government’s responsibility is to help the people being moved.1 Just about every city, including San Francisco, finds ways to get around limits by forcing moves if the sidewalk is blocked or rampant drug dealing is going on, things like that—residents demand it, and business owners demand it. Homeless advocates fight back with new lawsuits, the city brass adjust the rules, and life goes on. Nobody’s ever satisfied on any side.

It’s been this way for decades.

This push-me, pull-you boiled over in a disturbingly emblematic way on a chilly January day in 2023 when art gallery owner Collier Gwin sprayed a homeless woman down with a garden hose in the posh Jackson Square neighborhood after fruitlessly telling her to
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