
		
			[image: ]
		

	
		PRAISE FOR
Rachel and Her Children

		
			“Extraordinarily affecting … A very important book. To read and remember the stories in this book, to take them to heart, is to be called as a witness.”

			—The Boston Globe

		

		
			“A book that should be read by every middle-class (and any class) American … pulls us, willingly or not, straight into the heart of what it means to be a homeless family in America.”

			—San Francisco Chronicle

		

		
			“Bitterly eloquent.”

			—Newsweek

		

		
			“Compelling, moving, eloquent … An extended tour of Hell.”

			—Los Angeles Times

		

		
			“Kozol, today’s most eloquent spokesman for America’s disenfranchised, won a National Book Award for Death at an Early Age, and this new work is every bit as powerful. Reading it is a revelation…. A searing trip into the heart of homelessness.”

			—Chicago Sun-Times

		

		
			“Kozol has written it down, in a clear, passionate, and horrifying book that strips away all comfortable illusions we like to maintain about the homeless.”

			—Boston Herald

		

		
			“Gripping desperate stories of more than a dozen families and their children … Kozol bears witness to their suffering and to the inhumanity of the system created to help them.”

			—The Atlanta Journal and Constitution
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		TO THE READER

		Homeless people in this book are not identified by their real names. This decision is dictated in part by the wishes of the people interviewed. It is commonly believed by residents of homeless shelters, including hotels, that they render themselves subject to retaliation or eviction by authorities if they speak with candor to a writer or reporter. For this and other reasons, many have asked me to disguise sufficient details (time, date, place of interview, hotel room, floor number, physical features, exact ages of children in a family, and other identifying details) to assure their anonymity.

		In some instances, conversations are condensed and events told to me out of order are resequenced. Dialogue is reconstructed from notes or edited from tapes. Apparent inconsistencies or contradictions that occur from time to time, especially in stories told by children, are allowed to stand. Corrective information is provided in the notes.

		All events described to me within this book took place in the locations indicated. All events that I describe firsthand took place in my presence. All words spoken by shelter residents of New York City in this book were spoken by residents of the shelters I describe.

	
		Ordinary People

		He was a carpenter. She was a woman many people nowadays would call old-fashioned. She kept house and cared for their five children while he did construction work in New York City housing projects. Their home was an apartment in a row of neat brick buildings. She was very pretty then, and even now, worn down by months of suffering, she has a lovely, wistful look. She wears blue jeans, a yellow jersey, and a bright red ribbon in her hair—“for luck,” she says. But luck has not been with this family for some time.

		They were a happy and chaotic family then. He was proud of his acquired skills. “I did carpentry. I painted. I could do wallpapering. I earned a living. We spent Sundays walking with our children at the beach.” They lived near Coney Island. That is where this story will begin.

		“We were at the boardwalk. We were up some. We had been at Nathan’s. We were eating hot dogs.”

		He’s cheerful when he recollects that afternoon. The children have long, unruly hair. They range in age from two to ten. They crawl all over him—exuberant and wild.

		Peter says that they were wearing summer clothes: “Shorts and sneakers. Everybody was in shorts.”

		When they were told about the fire, they grabbed the children and ran home. Everything they owned had been destroyed.

		“My grandmother’s china,” she says. “Everything.” She adds: “I had that book of gourmet cooking …”

		What did the children lose?

		“My doggy,” says one child. Her kitten, born three days before, had also died.

		Peter has not had a real job since. “Not since the fire. I had tools. I can’t replace those tools. It took me years of work.” He explains he had accumulated tools for different jobs, one tool at a time. Each job would enable him to add another tool to his collection. “Everything I had was in that fire.”

		They had never turned to welfare in the twelve years since they’d met and married. A social worker helped to place them in a homeless shelter called the Martinique Hotel. When we meet, Peter is thirty. Megan is twenty-eight. They have been in this hotel two years.

		She explains why they cannot get out: “Welfare tells you how much you can spend for an apartment. The limit for our family is $366. You’re from Boston. Try to find a place for seven people for $366 in New York City. You can’t do it. I’ve been looking for two years.”

		The city pays $3,000 monthly for the two connected rooms in which they live. She shows me the bathroom. Crumbling walls. Broken tiles. The toilet doesn’t work. There is a pan to catch something that’s dripping from the plaster. The smell is overpowering.

		“I don’t see any way out,” he says. “I want to go home. Where can I go?”

		A year later I’m in New York. In front of a Park Avenue hotel I’m facing two panhandlers. It takes a moment before I can recall their names.

		They look quite different now. The panic I saw in them a year ago is gone. All five children have been taken from them. Having nothing left to lose has drained them of their desperation.

		The children have been scattered—placed in various foster homes. “White children,” Peter says, “are in demand by the adoption agencies.”

		Standing here before a beautiful hotel as evening settles in over New York, I’m reminded of the time before the fire when they had their children and she had her cookbooks and their children had a dog and cat. I remember the words that Peter used: “We were up some. We had been at Nathan’s.” Although I am not a New Yorker, I know by now what Nathan’s is: a glorified hot-dog stand. The other phrase has never left my mind.

		Peter laughs. “Up some?”

		The laughter stops. Beneath his street-wise manner he is not a hardened man at all. “It means,” he says, “that we were happy.”

		By the time these words are printed there will be almost 500,000 homeless children in America. If all of them were gathered in one city, they would represent a larger population than that of Atlanta, Denver, or St. Louis. Because they are scattered in a thousand cities, they are easily unseen. And because so many die in infancy or lose the strength to struggle and prevail in early years, some will never live to tell their stories.

		Not all homeless children will be lost to early death or taken from their parents by the state. Some of their parents will do better than Peter and Megan. Some will be able to keep their children, their stability, their sense of worth. Some will get back their vanished dreams. A few will find jobs again and some may even find a home they can afford. Many will not.

		Why are so many people homeless in our nation? What has driven them to the streets? What hope have they to reconstruct their former lives?

		The answers will be told in their own words.

	
		Overview:
A Captive State

		Since 1980 homelessness has changed its character. What was once a theater of the grotesque (bag ladies in Grand Central Station, winos sleeping in the dusty sun outside the Greyhound station in El Paso) has grown into the common misery of millions.

		“This is a new population,” said a homeless advocate in Massachusetts. “Many are people who were working all their lives. When they lose their jobs they lose their homes. When they lose their homes they start to lose their families too.”

		Even in New York City, with its permanent population of the long-term unemployed, 50 percent of individuals served at city shelters during 1984 were there for the first time. The same percentage holds throughout the nation.

		The chilling fact, from any point of view, is that small children have become the fastest-growing sector of the homeless. At the time of writing there are 28,000 homeless people in emergency shelters in the city of New York. An additional 40,000 are believed to be unsheltered citywide. Of those who are sheltered, about 10,000 are homeless individuals. The remaining 18,000 are parents and children in almost 5,000 families. The average homeless family includes a parent with two or three children. The average child is six years old, the average parent twenty-seven.

		In Massachusetts, three fourths of all homeless people are now children and their parents. In certain parts of Massachusetts (Plymouth, Attleboro, and Northampton) 90 to 95 percent of those who have no homes are families with children.

		Homeless people are poor people. Four out of ten poor people in America are children, though children make up only one fourth of our population. The number of children living in poverty has grown to 14 million—an increase of 3 million over 1968—while welfare benefits to families with children have declined one third.

		Seven hundred thousand poor children, of whom 100,000 have no health insurance, live in New York City. Approximately 20 percent of New York City’s children lived in poverty in 1970, 33 percent in 1980, over 40 percent by 1982.

		Where are these people?

		We have seen that they are in midtown Manhattan. They are also in the streets of Phoenix, Salt Lake City, Philadelphia, San Antonio, Miami, and St. Paul. They are in the Steel Belt. They are in the Sun Belt. They are in Kansas City and Seattle. They are in the heartland of America.

		In Denver, where evictions rose 800 percent in 1982, hundreds of families were locked on waiting lists for public housing. Many were forced to live in shelters or the streets. In Cleveland, in one classic situation, the loss of a home precipitated by the layoffs in a nearby plant led to the dissolution of a family: the adolescent daughter put in foster care, the wife and younger children ending up on welfare, the husband landing in a public shelter when he wasn’t sleeping underneath a bridge. Cleveland was obliged to open shelters and soup kitchens in blue-collar neighborhoods that housed traditional white ethnic populations.

		The Milwaukee Journal wrote: “The homeless in our midst are no longer mainly urban hobos and bag ladies. In recent months, joblessness has pushed heretofore self-reliant families into this subculture.” In Michigan, in 1982, the loss of jobs in heavy industry forced Governor Milliken to declare “a state of human emergency”—a declaration other governors may be forced to contemplate by 1988.

		As an easterner, I had at first assumed that most of these families must be urban, nonwhite, unemployable—perhaps a great deal like the ghetto families I have worked with for much of my life. In 1985, however, I was given an opportunity to visit in over 50 cities and in almost every region of the nation. My hosts were governors and other local politicians, leaders of industry, organizers of the working poor, leaders and advocates of those who recently had joined the unemployed, teachers, school board members, farmers, bankers, owners of local stores. Often they were people who had never met each other and had never even been in the same room with one another, even though they lived in the same towns and cities. They had come together now out of their shared concern over the growth of poverty, the transformation of the labor market, and the rising numbers of those people who no longer could find work at all.

		I was invited, in most cases, to address the problems of the public schools. Often, however, education issues became overshadowed by more pressing matters. For many poorly educated people, literacy problems proved of little urgency when they were threatened with the loss of work and loss of home. In a depressed industrial town in Pennsylvania, Lutheran church leaders spoke of the loss of several hundred jobs as truck and auto manufacture left the area and families saw their savings dwindle and their unemployment benefits and pensions disappear while rents rose, food prices climbed, and federal benefits declined.

		“Yes, there are new jobs,” a minister said. “There’s a new McDonald’s and a Burger King. You can take home $450 in a month from jobs like that. That might barely pay the rent. What do you do if somebody gets sick? What do you do for food and clothes? These may be good jobs for a teenager. Can you ask a thirty-year-old man who’s worked for G.M. since he was eighteen to keep his wife and kids alive on jobs like that? There are jobs cleaning rooms in the hotel you’re staying at. Can you expect a single mother with three kids to hold her life together with that kind of work? All you hear about these days are so-called service jobs—it makes me wonder where America is going. If we aren’t producing anything of value, will we keep our nation going on hamburger stands? Who is all this ‘service’ for, if no one’s got a real job making something of real worth?”

		In Oklahoma, Arkansas, and Texas I met heads of families who had been, only a year or two before, owners of farms, employees of petroleum firms, shopkeepers who supplied the farmers and the oil workers. They had lost their farms, their jobs, their stores. Bankers in Oklahoma City spoke about the rising number of foreclosures. “Oil and agriculture—those are everything for people here. Both are dying. Where will these people go after their farms are boarded and their restaurants and barbershops and hardware stores have been shut down?”

		The answers were seen in Phoenix and Los Angeles, where the shelters overflowed and people slept in huge encampments on the edges of the seamy areas of town. In one city homeless families lived in caves. I went out to visit. I had never seen a family living in a cave before.

		In Portland, Oregon, the governor told me of some counties in which unemployment caused by the declining lumber industry had climbed above 30 percent. Where did the lumber workers go? I met some of them the same night in a homeless shelter by the Burnside Bridge. A pregnant woman and her husband spoke to me while waiting for the soup line to be formed. “We had good work until last year. Since then we’ve had no home. Our kids were put in foster care.” They had been sleeping on a plywood plank supported by the girders of the bridge. The traffic was two feet above their heads.

		“The sound of the trucks puts me to sleep at night,” she said. I learned that even makeshift housing space under the bridge was growing scarce.

		In San Antonio I met a father with two boys who had been sleeping for four months next to the highway not far from the Hyatt Regency Hotel. He sold blood plasma twice a week to buy food for his kids. “They draw my blood, put it in a centrifuge, take the white cells, and inject the red cells back into my arm.” If he showed up four weeks straight he got a bonus. In a good month he made $100. “The blood places,” he told me, “poor people call them ‘stab labs.’ They’re all over.” He showed me a card he carried listing stab labs, with phone numbers and addresses, in a dozen cities. He had been an auto worker in Detroit. When he lost his job his wife became depressed and since was hospitalized. He had developed crippling asthma—“from the panic and the tension, I believe.” He had thought mistakenly that San Antonio might offer health and labor and cheap housing that were not available in Michigan.

		In Miami I met a woman, thirty-five years old, from Boston. She had attended Girls’ Latin, the same high school that my mother had attended. After graduation she had gone to college and had worked for many years until she was the victim of a throat disease that led to complications that wiped out her savings, forced her to lose her home, ended her marriage, and at last compelled her to give up her kids. She’d moved to Miami hoping it would help her health but couldn’t cope with illness, loss of family, loss of home—and now was sleeping on Miami Beach.

		She had a tube in her stomach to bypass her damaged throat. At a shelter run by Catholic brothers she would pulverize the food, mix it with water, and inject the liquid mix into her tube.

		In New York I spoke with Robert Hayes, counsel to the National Coalition for the Homeless. Hayes and his co-workers said that three fourths of the newly homeless in America are families with children.

		In Washington, D.C., in late September 1986, I spent an afternoon with the director of a shelter, Sandy Brawders, one of those saints and martyrs of whom Robert Hayes has said, only half-jokingly, the homeless movement is primarily composed. (“There are the saints,” he says, “and then there are the martyrs who have to put up with the saints.”) Sandy told me that the homeless population was exploding in the District; the largest growth in numbers was among young children and their parents.

		Four months later, the Washington Post reported that the number of homeless families in the District had increased 500 percent in just one year and that there were 12,000 people on a waiting list for public housing, with a waiting period of more than seven years.

		Home in New England in a small town north of Boston, I shared some of these stories with a woman who works at the counter of a local grocery. “You didn’t have to go to San Antonio and Florida,” she said. “There’s hundreds of homeless families just a couple miles from here.” When I asked her where, she said: “In Ipswich, Gloucester, Haverhill … There are families who are living in the basement of my church.” After a moment’s pause she told me this: “After my husband lost his job—we had some troubles then, I was divorced … I had to bring my family to the church … Well, we’re still there.”

		How many are homeless in America?

		The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS), relying on groups that represent the homeless, suggested a figure of 2 million people in late 1983. Diminished numbers of low-income dwelling units and diminished welfare grants during the four years since may give credence to a current estimate, accepted by the Coalition for the Homeless, of 3 to 4 million people.

		There is much debate about the numbers; the debate has a dreamlike quality for me because it parallels exactly the debates about the numbers of illiterate Americans. Government agencies again appear to contradict each other and attempt to peg the numbers low enough to justify inaction—or, in this case, negative action in the form of federal cuts.

		Officials in the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) puzzled congressional leaders during hearings held in 1984 by proposing a low estimate of 250,000 to 350,000 homeless people nationwide. The study from which HUD’s estimate was drawn had contemplated as many as 586,000 people, but this number was discredited in its report.

		A House subcommittee revealed serious flaws in the HUD study. Subsequent investigations indicated HUD had “pressured its consultants to keep the estimates low.” HUD’s researchers, for example, suggested a “reliable” low estimate of 12,000 homeless persons in New York City on a given night in January 1984. Yet, on the night in question, over 16,000 people had been given shelter in New York; and this, of course, does not include the larger number in the streets who had received no shelter. U.S. Representative Henry Gonzalez termed HUD’s study intentionally deceptive.

		Estimates made by shelter operators in twenty-one selected cities in October 1986 total about 230,000 people. This sampling does not include Chicago, San Francisco, Houston, Cleveland, Philadelphia, Baltimore, Atlanta, Pittsburgh, St. Paul, San Diego, or Detroit. With estimates from these and other major cities added, the total would exceed 400,000.

		Even this excludes the metropolitan areas around these cities and excludes those middle-sized cities—Lawrence, Lowell, Worcester, Brockton, Attleboro, for example, all in Massachusetts—in which the loss of industrial jobs has marginalized hundreds of thousands of the working poor. Though technically not unemployed, most of these families live in economic situations so precarious that they cannot meet the basic costs of life, particularly rent, which in all these cities has skyrocketed. Nor does this include the rural areas of the Midwest and the Plains states, the oil towns of the Southwest, the southern states from which assembly plants and textile industries have fled, lumber counties such as those in Oregon and their New England counterparts in northern Maine. The homeless in these areas alone, if added to the major-city totals, would bring a cautious national count above 1.5 million.

		We would be wise, however, to avoid the numbers game. Any search for the “right number” carries the assumption that we may at last arrive at an acceptable number. There is no acceptable number. Whether the number is 1 million or 4 million or the administration’s estimate of less than a million, there are too many homeless people in America.*

		Homeless people are, of course, impossible to count because they are so difficult to find. That is intrinsic to their plight. They have no address beyond a shelter bed, room number, tent, or cave. In this book I follow my own sense that the number is between 2 and 3 million. If we include those people housing organizers call the “hidden homeless”—families doubled up illegally with other families, with the consequent danger that both families may be arbitrarily evicted—we are speaking of much larger numbers.

		In 1983, 17,000 families were doubled up illegally in public housing in New York City. The number jumped to 35,000 by spring of 1986. Including private as well as public housing, the number had risen above 100,000 by November 1986. If we accept the New York City estimate of three to four family members in each low-income household, the total number of people (as opposed to families) doubled up in public and private housing in New York is now above 300,000.

		The line from “doubling up” to homelessness is made explicit in a study by Manhattan’s borough president: At least 50 percent of families entering New York City shelters (1986) were previously doubled up. Nationwide, more than 3 million families now are living doubled up.

		It is, however, not only families doubled up or tripled up who are in danger of eviction. Any poor family paying rent or mortgage that exceeds one half of monthly income is in serious danger. Over 6 million American households pay half or more of income for their rent. Of these, 4.7 million pay 60 percent or more. Of mortgaged homeowners, 2 million pay half or more of income for their housing. Combining these households with those who are doubled up, it appears that well above 10 million families may be living near the edge of homelessness in the United States.

		Why are they without homes?

		Unreflective answers might retreat to explanations with which readers are familiar: “family breakdown,” “drugs,” “culture of poverty,” “teen pregnancies,” “the underclass,” etc. While these are precipitating factors for some people, they are not the cause of homelessness. The cause of homelessness is lack of housing.

		Half a million units of low-income housing are lost every year to condominium conversion, abandonment, arson, demolition. Between 1978 and 1980, median rents climbed 30 percent for those in the lowest income sector. Half these people paid nearly three quarters of their income for their housing. Forced to choose between housing and food, many of these families soon were driven to the streets. That was only a beginning. After 1980, rents rose at even faster rates. In Boston, between 1982 and 1984, over 80 percent of housing units renting below $300 disappeared, while the number of units renting above $600 more than doubled.

		Hard numbers, in this instance, may be of more help than social theory in explaining why so many of our neighbors end up in the streets. By the end of 1983, vacancies averaged 1 to 2 percent in San Francisco, Boston, and New York. Vacancies in low-income rental units averaged less than 1 percent in New York City by 1987. In Boston they averaged .5 percent. Landlords saw this seller’s market as an invitation to raise rents. Evictions grew. In New York City, with a total of nearly 2 million rental units, there were half a million legal actions for eviction during 1983.* Half of these actions were against people on welfare, four fifths of whom were paying rents above the maximum allowed by welfare. Rent ceilings established by welfare in New York were frozen for a decade at the levels set in 1975. They were increased by 25 percent in 1984; but rents meanwhile had nearly doubled.

		During these years the White House cut virtually all federal funds to build or rehabilitate low-income housing. Federal support for low-income housing dropped from $32 billion to $7 billion between 1980 and 1987. “We’re getting out of the housing business. Period,” said a HUD deputy assistant secretary in 1985.

		The consequences now are seen in every city of America.

		What distinguishes housing from other basic needs of life? Why, of many essentials, is it the first to go?

		Housing has some unique characteristics, as urban planning specialist Chester Hartman has observed. One pays for housing well in advance. The entire month’s rent must be paid on the first day of any rental period. One pays for food only a few days before it is consumed, and one always has the option of delaying food expenditures until just prior to eating. Housing is a nondivisible and not easily adjustable expenditure. “One cannot pay less rent for the next few months by not using the living room,” Hartman observes. By contrast, one can rapidly and drastically adjust one’s food consumption: for example, by buying less expensive food, eating less, or skipping meals. “At least in the short run,” Hartman notes, “the consequences of doing so are not severe.” The cost of losing housing and then paying for re-entry to the housing system, on the other hand, is very high, involving utility and rent deposits equal sometimes to twice or three times the cost of one month’s rent. For these reasons, one may make a seemingly “rational” decision to allocate scarce funds to food, clothing, health care, transportation, or the search for jobs—only to discover that one cannot pay the rent. “Some two and a half million people are displaced annually from their homes,” writes Hartman. While some find other homes and others move in with their friends or relatives, the genesis of epidemic and increasing homelessness is there.

		Is this a temporary crisis?

		As families are compelled to choose between feeding their children or paying their rent, homelessness has taken on the characteristics of a captive state. Economic recovery has not relieved this crisis. Adults whose skills are obsolete have no role in a revived free market. “The new poor,” according to the U.S. Conference of Mayors, “are not being recalled to their former jobs, because their former plants are not being reopened…. Their temporary layoffs are from dying industries.”

		Two million jobs in steel, textiles, and other industries, according to the AFL-CIO, have disappeared each year since 1979. Nearly half of all new jobs created from 1979 to 1985 pay poverty-level wages.

		Increased prosperity among the affluent, meanwhile, raises the profit motive for conversion of low-income properties to upscale dwellings. The Conference of Mayors reported in January 1986 that central-city renewal has accelerated homelessness by dispossession of the poor. The illusion of recovery, therefore, has the ironic consequence of worsening the status of the homeless and near-homeless, while diluting explanations for their presence and removing explanations for their indigence.

		But it is not enough to say that this is not a “temporary” crisis: Congressional research indicates that it is likely to grow worse. The House Committee on Government Operations noted in April 1985 that, due to the long advance-time needed for a federally assisted housing program to be terminated, the United States has yet to experience the full impact of federal cuts in housing aid. “The committee believes that current federal housing policies, combined with the continuing erosion of the private inventory of low-income housing, will add to the growth of homelessness….” The “harshest consequences,” the committee said, are “yet to come.”

		Why focus on New York?

		New York does more than any other city I have visited to serve the homeless. But what it does is almost imperceptible in context of the need.

		New York is spending, in 1987, $274 million to provide emergency shelter to its homeless population. Of this sum, about $150 million is assigned to homeless families with children. Nonetheless, the growth in numbers of the dispossessed far outpaces city allocations. Nine hundred families were given shelter in New York on any given night in 1978; 2,900 by 1984; 4,000 by the end of 1985; 5,000 by the spring of 1987. The city believes the number will exceed 6,000 by the summer of 1988. With an average of 2.3 children in each homeless family in New York, and with a significant number of two-parent families in this group (many men, not being included on a woman’s welfare budget, have not been recorded), these estimates suggest that over 20,000 family members will be homeless in New York by 1988: nearly the number of residents of Laramie, Wyoming, or Key West. This does not include the estimated increase in those homeless individuals (12,000 or more) who will be given shelter by the end of 1988; nor does it include at least another 40,000 people who will be refused or will no longer try to locate shelter. Nor does it include the hidden homeless (over 300,000). By 1990, the actual homeless, added to the swelling numbers of the hidden homeless, will exceed 400,000 in New York. The population of New York is 7 million.

		There is another reason to examine New York City. New York is unique in many ways but, in homelessness as in high fashion, it gives Americans a preview of the future. Millions of Americans, secure at home on New Year’s Eve with relatives or friends, watch the celebration in Times Square on television as they face the promises or dangers of the year ahead. Almost half the homeless families sheltered in hotels in New York City now are living within twenty blocks of Forty-second Street and Broadway.

		The Martinique Hotel at Herald Square and the Prince George Hotel on Twenty-eighth Street near Fifth Avenue, both under the same management, are the largest family shelters in New York—and, very likely, in America.

		What is the route a family takes when it is dispossessed in New York City?

		The first step brings a family to its Income Maintenance (welfare) center. If the center cannot offer shelter before evening, the family goes to one of a number of Emergency Assistance Units (EAUs), which are open all night and on weekends. The EAU assigns the family either to a barracks shelter (these large, sometimes undivided buildings are called “congregate” shelters by the city) or to a hotel. For several years, city policy has been to send such families to a barracks shelter first, on the assumption that the publicized discomforts of these places—inability of residents to sleep or dress in privacy, for instance—will discourage families doubled up or living in substandard buildings from requesting shelter.*

		Once families are placed in such a shelter, many are obliged to go back to their welfare center in the morning in the effort to restore lost welfare benefits. (Families are frequently cut off by sudden changes of address.) Many end up at an EAU at night hoping for assignment to a safer shelter. After the barracks, the next stopping place is likely to be one of a large number of “short-term” hotels, where a family may spend a night, a weekend, or part of a week, after which they go back to the EAU in the hope of being given a less temporary placement. This hope is generally disappointed. “Instead,” according to a study by the New York City Council, “the homeless family often must stay at another short-term hotel for a few days before returning to the EAU. This cycle can continue for months, even years.”

		The luckier families are sometimes placed at this point in a “twenty-eight-day hotel.” The time limit is established by a number of hotels in order to deny the family occupancy rights, which take effect after a residence of thirty days. After this interval the family goes back to an EAU in the hope of being placed in one of the long-term hotels.

		There are hundreds of families, however, who for various reasons get no placement and spend weeks commuting between the daytime welfare center and the evening EAU. According to the New York Human Resources Administration (HRA), families are not to be forced to sleep all night at EAUs. As we will see, this has happened frequently. Because the HRA is “able to place a family anywhere in New York City,” the city council has observed, “this seemingly endless shuttling between hotels and shelters can come to resemble a game of ‘human pinball.’” Two thirds of these pinballs are dependent children.

		The next stage, one that many families do not reach for months, is to be placed in one of the long-term hotels. There were fifty-five of these hotels when I first visited New York in 1985. There now are over sixty. Approximately 3,400 families had been placed in these hotels by 1986. The rest remained in congregate shelters, in short-term hotels, or (those who were very fortunate) in model shelters operated by nonprofit groups.

		Of the hotels, eleven house more than 100 families each. Of these, all but three are in Manhattan. Six hotels, all in Manhattan, house a total of approximately 1,500 families. Although populations in particular hotels rise and fall somewhat inexplicably, the three largest (Prince George, Martinique, and Holland) together housed over 1,000 families at the start of 1986. While the Prince George housed 444 families and the Martinique 389, family size in the Martinique was larger than the norm, so more children may have been living in this building than in any other shelter in New York.*

		The average length of stay in these hotels in 1986 was thirteen months. In the Martinique it was longer: sixteen months. In one hotel, the Carter, near Times Square, length of stay had grown to nearly four years at the time of writing.

		The city council notes that families living in two model shelters have a shorter length of stay: eight months and four months respectively. These are also the facilities that charge the city least for rental and provide the most effective social services, including help in finding housing. The city council believes this represents a strong rebuttal to the arguments in favor of “deterrence.” Comfortable and healthy shelter does not seem to foster lethargy or to induce dependence. We will return to this.

		The next step for homeless families in long-term hotels is to begin the search for housing. For a number of reasons which we will learn directly from the residents of these hotels, getting out to search for housing is a difficult task. Because of the shortage of low-income housing, which has brought these people here to start with, the search they are obliged to undertake is almost always self-defeating. Even for public housing in New York, the waiting list contains 200,000 names. There are only 175,000 public housing units in New York. Manhattan Borough President David Dinkins calculates the waiting time at eighteen years.

		After eighteen months of residence in a hotel, a family is allowed to use a city van to look for housing. At the Martinique, however, the waiting time is thirty months. Only thirty-five families in the Martinique have lived here long enough to meet this stipulation. Pregnant women in their third trimester and mothers with infants are now given first priority.

		What is the breakdown of the costs in New York City?

		The small but excellent shelters operated by nonprofit groups charge the city $34 to $41 nightly to give housing to a family of four. Hotels like the Martinique charge $63 nightly for a family of this size. Rents in the Martinique Hotel are said to be determined by the number of people in a room or by the number of rooms a family is assigned. Families of five or more are generally given two rooms. Average monthly rents may range from $1,900 (family of four) to about $3,000 (family of six). A barracks shelter costs $65 a night to house a family of four people; but additional costs for social services and administration, according to the New York Times, bring the actual cost of barracks shelters to about $200 nightly for a family of four—$70,000 if projected for a year. Cost and quality bear no relation to each other.

		Several mothers of large families in the Martinique have observed that rental costs alone over the course of three years would be equal to the purchase price of a nice home. The city pays only one quarter of these hotel costs. The state pays an additional quarter. The remaining half is paid from federal funds.

		What forms of support do homeless families regularly receive?

		If unsheltered, virtually none. If sheltered, and enrolled on all the proper lists, they receive some combination of the following: a twice-monthly AFDC allocation (Aid to Families with Dependent Children) to meet basic costs of life; a monthly food-stamp allocation; a “restaurant allowance,” calculated by Robert Hayes in 1986 at seventy-one cents per meal per person; a very small sum of money to pay transportation costs to aid in search of housing; Medicaid; an allocation for nutrition supplements to pregnant women and to children under five. This assistance—a major weapon in preventing infant death—is known as WIC (Women, Infants, Children). More than half the women and children eligible for WIC in New York City don’t receive it.*

		In addition to these benefits, a family in the Martinique receives a rental check for the hotel. This is a two-party check and must be obtained by going to a welfare center. The city requires families to travel, often considerable distances, to obtain these checks at welfare centers in the neighborhoods from which they were displaced. A woman living in the Martinique almost two years travels three hours by bus and subway twice a month, and waits an average of four hours, to receive the check she then hands over at the desk in the hotel.

		What are the chances of getting out of the hotel and into a real home?

		We have seen the waiting period for public housing. For private housing a number of programs, both federal and local, offer subsidies to bridge the gap between the family’s income and prevailing rents. Chief among these is Section Eight, a federally supported plan that offers a “certificate” to an eligible family, which is then presented to a landlord as a guarantee that government will pay a certain portion of the rent. Federal cuts in Section Eight make these certificates quite scarce. The reluctance of landlords to accept them often renders their possession worthless. Once a certificate has been assigned, it must be used in a fixed period of time. In one familiar instance, a woman who has lived in several places like the Martinique has been “recertified” for seven years but cannot find a landlord to accept her.

		Without subsidies, the maximum rent a family on welfare is allowed to pay in New York City is $244 for a family of three, $270 for a family of four. If the government were to raise these limits by $100, sufficient to approach the lowest rents in New York City, the cost would still be less than one-fifth what is spent for hotel rentals.*

		Who are the people in these buildings? Are they alcoholics, mentally ill people, prostitutes, drug addicts, or drug dealers?

		Some of them are; and some of this group were probably as tortured and disordered long before they came here as they are right now. Most, if those I’ve come to know are a fair sample, certainly were not—not before the sledgehammer of dispossession knocked them flat. Many people in these buildings do need medical help; some need psychiatric care, which they are not receiving. But the focus of this book is not on ancillary aspects of the fact of homelessness. It is on the meaning of that fact. The emphasis, again, is not on individuals, though individual homeless people will be seen and heard from in these pages; the focus is on families and children. The focus, again, is not on “the urban underclass,” though some of the families we will meet are products of an underclass existence; the focus, rather, is on the way that homelessness creates an underclass, enhances the underclass that may already have existed, and, combining newly poor and always-poor together in one common form of penury, assigns the children of them all to an imperiled life. Black families represent the largest single group in New York City’s shelters; but many who are white, Hispanic, and of multiracial parentage are homeless too. All participate in one desegregating fact: absolute destitution which, unlike most other aspects of life in America, is blind to color, race, or place of birth.

		It is worth adding also that this book is not about the “lifestyle homeless”—young people, for example, who leave home out of the wish to drift and wander for a time, much as children of the counterculture might have done in the late 1960s. Such people, if they are in danger, need protection. They are not the subject of this work.

		Finally, the emphasis is not on those who were confined in mental hospitals and were deinstitutionalized ten years ago. The emphasis, if anything, is the reverse: It is the creation of an institution that makes healthy people ill, normal people clinically depressed, and those who may already be unwell a great deal worse. Few of the people in the Martinique were inmates of those institutions that were emptied prior to the 1980s; but all are inmates of an institution now. And it is this institution, one of our own invention, which will mass-produce pathologies, addictions, violence, dependencies, perhaps even a longing for retaliation, for self-vindication, on a scale that will transcend, by far, whatever deviant behaviors we may try to write into their pasts. It is the present we must deal with, and the future we must fear. These, then, are the subjects of this book.

		
			*One reason for discrepancies in estimates derives from various ways of counting. Homeless advocates believe that all who ask for shelter during any extended period of time ought to be termed homeless. The government asks: “How many seek shelter on a given day?” If the HUD study, cited above, had considered those who asked for shelter in the course of one full year, its upper estimate would have exceeded 1.7 million.

			*Half a million families, of course, were not evicted in one year. Many of these legal actions are “repeats.” Others are unsuccessful. Still others are settled with payment of back rent.

			*For many years, the best known and most feared of these barracks was the Roberto Clemente shelter in the Bronx. The Clemente, housing over 200 people in a large gymnasium, was ordered closed in early 1986 by state officials. The city resisted the state’s order. After a suit brought by the Coalition for the Homeless, the Clemente was closed in September 1986. Several other barracks shelters continued to operate. The city’s policy on congregate shelters may be changing somewhat at the present time.

			*At the time of my first visit (December 1985) there were over 1,400 children in 389 families in the Martinique. By June of 1987, according to the city, there were 438 families in the Martinique.

			*The WIC program—reduced by the Reagan administration by $5 billion from 1982 to 1985—reaches about one third of those who need it nationwide.

			*Rent allowances in New York City will rise an average of $35 in 1988.
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				For nine months the infant grows and grows in the womb…. At the end an x-ray shows the small but developed body quite bent over on itself and cramped; yet so very much has happened—indeed, a whole new life has come into being. For some hundreds of thousands of American children that stretch of time, those months, represent the longest rest ever to be had, the longest stay in any one place.

				—Robert Coles, Uprooted Children
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