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For Homeless,

A Last Haven
Is Demolished

Manhattan Shantytown
Was Deemed a Hazard

By IAN FISHER

Bulldozers yesterday plowed through one
of the oldest and last shantytowns in New
York City, crushing into bits of plywood and
muddy rags one of the most visible symbols
of h ! in Manh

Officials said the encampment at the foot
of the Manhattan Bridge — known for an 18-
foot teepee that towered over wood and tar
paper shacks — had become a fire hazard
and was increasingly plagued with drugs.
The site, a knoll called the Hill, was one of
many i-pe ities creat-
ed by homeless people in the 1980’s in spots
from Columbus Circle to Tompkins Square
Park to the United Nations.

Yesterday morning, it became the latest
to be ripped down. Officials said its 50 or so
occupants were uprooted for their own safe-
ty. But advocates for the homeless saw
political purposes in the strike.

‘It's Going to Be Rough Now’

“It’s been the Dinkins administration pol-
icy to get rid of any encampment that
appears too visible on the political land-
scape,” said Ted Houghton of the Coalition
for the F ! “Unfor ly, they
have not attacked any of the roots of home-
lessness. What we've got now is more peo-
ple on the street than ever, but more spread
out than ever before.”

City officials and homeless advocates
both said the Hill — known for nearly a
decade as an orderly, if rough communal
encampment — appeared to be the largest
remaining shantytown in the city. But it
was small compared to an earlier settle-
ment at Tompkins Square Park, where as
many as 200 people lived.

Not long after bulldozer treads bowled
over the teepee’s bare and charred poles —
its mailbag skin was burned off last year —
one 52-year-old resident said he would miss
the Hill.

“It wasn’'t the best spot in the world, but
at least it was something,” said the man,
who calls himself Preacherman, as two
machines snorted through the settlement
where he lived for three years. “It's going
to be rough now.”

In an effort to soften the blow to resi-
dents, city workers had visited the encamp-
ment daily since Thursday, offering alter-
nate shelter, medical help and admission to
programs for drug or alcohol abuse. About
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The oldest and largest shantytown in Manhattan falling to bulldozers yesterday at the foot of the Manhattan Bridge. The
encampment’s 50 or so occupants were uprooted in an early-morning actian that officials said was for their own safety.

Officials cite safety

concerns; others see
political purposes.

15 residents accepted help, said Howard.

Salk, the director of outreach for the newly
created city Department of Homeless Serv-
ices.

A for the h jess said the city
acted too swiftly, and the Coalition for the
Homeless, which learned of the decision to
raze the Hill only on Monday, tried to block
the destruction in court. A judge declined a
request for a restraining order, but the city
agreed in negotiations to store the property
of any resident who asked.

Many shantytown residents interviewed
yesterday said they wanted no part of the
city’s system of homeless shelters, but
were also not happy about returning to the
streets where many had lived before.

““You sleep out on the street and you've
got to worry about someone robbing you or
setting you on fire,'”" said Al Fell, 37, who
lived in a small hut at the Hill off and on for
five years. “‘Here, you don’t have to worry
about that.”

E p Had Ch d

The decision to demolish the Hill, which
had slowly spread to cover a 20,
foot lot at Canal and Chrystie Streets in
Chinatown, was notable because the settle-
ment had received so much attention in
newspaper and magazine articles about
homelessness. In a long New Yorker article
two years ago, Joseph DePlasco, a spokes-
man for the city Department of Transporta-

tion, which owns the land, said the agency
was taking ‘‘a reformist position” and had
no plans to tear down the shanties.

Yesterday, Mr. DePlasco said the en-
campment had degenerated aver the last
year from a self-contained and self-sustain-
ing community (o one that was a threat to
itself and the area around it.

“There was more filth, it was more of an
eyesore, there were sanitation problems,”
he said.

Concern began as long ago as May 1992,
when an arson fire tore through the Hill,
killing a long-time resident, Yi-Po Lee, and
destroying 6 of the 15 or so structures,
which were often lovingly constructed and
outfitted with sofabeds, televisions and hot-
plates.

Since then, officials said neighbors had

Continued on Page B4




— o

THE NEW YORK TIMES

- 2 = e

‘ROTWEDNESDAY, AUGUST 18, 1993

ey

G EE]

A Haven for the Homeless
Is Felled by City Bulldozers

Continued From Page Bl

complained bitterly about an in-
crease in drug use and sales in the
camp — a trade which some of its
residents confirmed yesterday. Last
Thursday evening, as workers from
the city Human Resources Adminis-
tration met with residents to tell
them that their homes would be torn
down, a drug-related shootout erupt-
ed in the settlement.

Early last week, after meetings
among several city agencies, the Fire
Department inspected the camp and
issued an order to vacate the prop-
erty on the grounds that it was a fire
hazard. Michael Kharfen, director of
the Mayor’s Community Assistance
Unit, said the decision was not aimed
at the homeless themselves nor at
shantytowns but at unsafe conditions.

Increase in People on Streets

““We do look at each of these situa-
tions individually and v?-y carefully
and in this case the situation had
deteriorated considerably,” he said.
‘“We really determined that this was
a serious, and critical public safety
and fire hazard.” g

But Mr. Houghton, of the Coalition

Site of
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Officials say a shantytown for the
homeless was a fire hazard.

Delays on F.D.R. Drive

Traffic was snarled on the Franklin
D. Roosevelt Drive for most of the
afternoon yesterday after a sinkhole
forced the closure of the northbound
lanes at 41st Street from lunchtime
until evening. Delays were expected
to continue this morning, when city
workers were to close oné northbound
lane for several hundred yards on
either side of the hole to inspect the
roadway for further structural dam-
age. Unlike a pothole, which is caused
by damage to the road surface, a

inkhole is d by d. under?
neath the roadway,

for the Homeless, and other advo-
cates said the Hill's destruction was
part of a continuing effort by Mayor
David N. Dinkins to eradicate shanty-
towns and disperse the homeless into
smaller, less noticeable pockets
around the city, to minimize them as
a political issue.

He said that a survey conducted by
the Coalition last year found an in-
crease in the number of people living
on the streets not long after shanties
and other, less permanent homeless
communities were razed at places

like 72d Street and the West Side -

Highway, Columbus Circle, the Unit-
ed Nations, Tompkins Square Park,
Pennsylvania Station and near the
Port Authority Bus Terminal. He said
that more homeless people were also
living in the boroughs outside of Man-
hattan.

While conceding that the Hill was a
fire hazard, Mr. Houghton said his
homeless organization only wanted
more time to place more of its resi-
dents into assistance programs.

There were fewer than 25 people in
the Hill's shanties when bulldozers
and dump trucks arrived at 6 A.M.
For five hours, city workers searched
for remaining residents and collected
some residents’ possessions for safe-
keeping. Then the heavy equipment
set to work, digging out huge scoops
of worn jackets, twisted bicycles and
splintered plywood.

Wondering Where to Go

Destruction of one section was
briefly haited after workers disman-
tling a hut by hand heard a. man
inside, warning them profanely to get
away from his roof. The man appar-
ently scurried out of the shack, down
a slope toward the East River, and

Street complaining that their homes
where being destroyed and wonder-

Brooklyn

they
._stay in Sara Delano Roosevelt Park,

across the street from the Hill. Louis
Watson, 52, was reunited with his
white cat, Thomas, after the animal
emerged from the debris.

mostly with materials he found on the
streets.

“It’s been enjoyable here because
you don’t have to pay rent, you don’'t
have the landlord harassing you,” he
said. ‘“You want to get drunk,
drunk, whatever you want to do.”

The site will ngw be fenced in, and
Mr. DePlasco said he hoped
be turned into a community
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An 18-foot teepee towered over the wood and tar paper shacks of the largest shantytown in Manhattan
yesterday, shortly before bulldozers moved in to tear down the encampment on orders of city officials.

Therqbbleleﬁwhmdielitz.knownnmcHHLw.ruednwﬂ:efootoﬂheManhattanBridge.




