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OUR LOCAL CORRESPONDENTS

N a dusty
hummock
adjoining

the Canal
end of the Manhat-
tan Bridge stands a
makeshift commun-
ity that in materials,
construction, and ba-
sic layout bears a re-
semblance to the
great shantytowns of
Manila and Rio de
Janeiro. For the last
six months, I have
been making periodic
visits to this place in
an attempt to find out who lives there,
and how and why. Shanty living is a
phenomenon that is creeping up on
New Yorkers much as homelessness
did in the early nineteen-eighties. Two
years ago, there was a flurry of stories
in the local press about an encampment
of tents and lean-tos in Tompkins
Square Park and the response of the
police and residents in the surrounding
part of the East Village. But it was
generally assumed that the Tompkins
Square saga said more about the po-
litical and cultural peculiarities of a
neighborhood with a colorful history
of class conflicts than about housing
trends in the city as a whole. Over the
past year or so, several smaller settle-
ments have come to public notice after
being deemed unsafe. The reopening
of a long-abandoned railroad tunnel in
Riverside Park brought brief renown
to a tribe of what the tabloids labelled
“mole people.” A steel trestle support-
ing the West Side Highway near
Fifty-eighth Street warped in the heat
of a fire resulting from an act of arson
in one of the illegal residences below.
Most recently, at Seventy-second Street
and the highway, a barricaded ap-
proach ramp containing another clus-
ter of impromptu dwellings was found
to be so corroded that it will have to
be torn down. In these and other
attention-getting cases, however,
shantytowns have entered the news
only as the city was preparing to evacuate
them. Meanwhile, other such colonies
have been forming, growing, and tak-
ing on an eerie permanence, largely
without benefit of news coverage.
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SHANTYTOWN

The last time that significant num-
bers of New Yorkers lived in this
fashion was in the early nineteen-
thirties, when the city was dotted with
what were known as Hoovervilles. In
the movie “My Man Godfrey,” Carole
Lombard plucks William Powell out
of a vast Hooverville situated, fanci-
fully, along the East River, near Sutton
Place. One of the biggest of the real
Hoovervilles—a community of approxi-
mately six hundred people, in which
at least one baby was born in the
winter of 1933—sprawled across an
abandoned dump (now the Red Hook
Recreational Area) on the Brooklyn
waterfront. Another, consisting of some
two hundred structures, was in Central
Park, behind the Metropolitan Mu-
seum, on what is now the Great Lawn
and was then the dried-out bed of an
old reservoir. At night, some of the
more enterprising residents went off to
the Park’s bird sanctuary to hunt for
dinner. Americans saw the Hoovervilles
as a frightening manifestation of an
acknowledged ¢conomic calamity—the
Depression; today, the nation is said to
be emerging from the throes of a
recession, but in the complex arith-
metic underlying that assessment the
number of people living in the streets,
parks, and transportation facilities of
the nation’s cities is a statistic of no
significance. The Hoovervilles were
pretty much gone by the mid-thirties;
it is far from clear that their modern
equivalents (which have yet to be
called Bushvilles, or given any other
nickname suggesting a sense of na-
tional shame) will pass from the scene

so quickly, for they
seem to exist in a
sort of fourth dimen-
sion of the economy,
where waves of re-
cession and prosper-
ity are hardly felt.

BY the standards

of Manila, Rio,
or even Tompkins
Square before it was
cleared for a third,
well-publicized time
at the beginning of
June, the Hill—as the
settlement alongside
the Manhattan Bridge is known to its
residents and neighbors—is small: only
about twenty people living in fifteen
structures. Of all the city’s current
shantytowns, however, this one may
be the most permanent-looking. A
majority of the huts are made of wood,
and most have locks. Some have been
there for as long as four or five vears.
If such places advertised in the Tirmes,
the Hill would be in a position to offer
easily affordable condominium homes
in the heart of lower Manhattan.

U ntil last Thanksgiving, it was pos-
sible for someone speeding off the
bridge to ignore the fact of human
habitation there. At a casual glance,
the Hill looked like countless other®
trash-laden “waste spaces,” as they
have been called, that adjoin the city’s
bridges and highways. Thanksgiving
was when an Indian tepee, fashioned
of United States Government mailbags,
appeared on the site, instantly trans-
forming it into one of the more arrest-
ing pieces of skyline in New York.
Since the tepee’s arrival, the Hill has
become a minor tourist attraction. People
who come upon it for the first time—
many of them pedestrians making
the downtown circuit of Little Italy,
Chinatown, and Wall Street—are as-
tonished to find such a community in
such surroundings, and those with
cameras tend to whip them out and
click away, usually from a position of
concealment behind a parked car or a
phone booth. From a well-chosen angle,
it is possible to capture the tepee and
the other dwellings against a back-
ground that includes the twin towers
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of the World Trade Center and an
Anchor Savings Bank billboard pro-
moting, in giant pseudo-Chinese let-
ters, the “YEAR OF THE Loan.”

The Hill is not a place that wel-
comes unauthorized visitors. Strangers
who set foot there can expect to be
questioned, and if they have anything
to do with the journalism business it
may not matter what else they have to
say—not, at any rate, if they want to
accomplish anything in a hurry. “I
can’t get in the Daily News building,
so you can’t get in here,” one resident
told a News reporter who showed up
recently. In my case, the result of a
series of visits is a fragmentary
picture, based on the testimony of a
minority of the people living there
about the things they cared to talk
about.

One lesson that emerged quickly is
that the word “homeless” blurs over
some profound distinctions. The in-
habitants of the Hill are people who
insist on a degree of autonomy and
anonymity not to be found in a city
shelter, but they have also rejected the
isolation and uncertainty of life on the
street. Like other such settlements, the
Hill “contrasts starkly with the re-
ceived and still prevalent image of
homeless individuals as ‘disaffiliated,” ”
to quote from a recent study by a team
of ethnographers working under Kim
Hopper, of the Nathan Kline Institute
for Psychiatric Research. Most of the
people living on the Hill have been
through other phases of what the world
calls homelessness, and for them shanty
living represents the discovery of a
better alternative. Ace, a

For a time, he lived in a vacant
building at Ludlow and Stanton
Streets—an arrangement that had the
landlord’s blessing, according to Ace,
because he and his fellow-squatters
took good care of the place and pro-
tected it from others, who might not
have. Even after renovations began,
the squatters stayed on. The workers
would give advance warning when-
ever they were about to start gutting a
new floor, and the squatters would
pack their things and move up one
flight. After the top floor became un-
available, they moved out. Ace’s next
extended place of residence was an
abandoned entrance to the Delancey
Street subway station. To enter this
space, which had been converted into
a storage room for old turnstiles, you
climbed a stairway from the platform
and forced your way around a wire-
mesh gate. Here, too, landlord-tenant
relations were reasonably harmonious
(the subway maintenance staff often
left a rest room open for the settlement’s
use ), until the scene attracted an un-
desirable element of heavy drug users,
whose unsanitary habits generated more
passenger complaints than the Transit
Authority could ignore. “People got
out of hand, and the police ran us out”
is how Ace sums it up.

Shortly before their eviction, an
employee of the city’s Human Re-
sources Administration stopped by to
make a pitch for the shelters—an ap-
peal that remains fixed in Ace’s memory
because that very night, he says, a
young man was murdered in a city
shelter by a fellow-resident who was
after the victim’s sneak-

large man whose soft-
spoken demeanor is diffi-
cult to square with the
long history of violent
altercations written across
the planes of his face,

ers. Before Ace moved
onto the Hill, he lived in
an abandoned car for a
while, and then, when
no other option presented
itself, out in the open, in

has tried out virtually
every form of overnight
accommodation available to a New
Yorker lacking conventional hous-
ing. A few years ago, he was living
in a single-room-occupancy hotel and
working as a truck driver for a plumb-
ing-supply company. Ace is black,
and everyone else associated with the
company was Chinese—a fact that may
or may not have contributed to a run-
ning dispute with the owner’s son,
which led to the loss of Ace’s job and,
in short order, the loss of his hotel
room.

Sara Delano Roosevelt
Park, north of Canal
Street. He was in the hospital recently
with what he calls “a touch of pneu-
monia,” and, because he is HIV-
positive (“That’s a part of life,” Ace
says), the hospital authorities insisted
that he enter a shelter as a condition
of his release. He was sent to the one
on Wards Island—a comparatively
well-managed shelter, according to
Ace. “I’ve been in a majority of them,”
he told me. “It’s just like being in
jail, and I did too much time in my
life.” After a single night’s stay, he
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fled Wards Island and made his way
back to the Hill.

On Chrystie Street, above Delancey,
is a drop-in center for the homeless,
which is run by the Bowery Resident
Committee, a city-subsidized nonprofit
corporation. The facilities include
showers and toilets, and the center
frankly uses them to lure people into
employment counselling and other
forms of more enduring help. The
Hill’s inhabitants rarely make an ap-
pearance there, though they live only
a short walk away. For most of them,
even a drop-in center represents an
unacceptably close brush with the bu-
reaucracy. They would sooner use the
ground for a toilet than have to explain
themselves to anyone in authority.

This is not to say that the city
government has nothing to offer these
people. But the services they depend on
the most are ones that were not in-
tended for them. Many of the huts
have electricity, siphoned from one of
the lampposts on the bridge. (A num-
ber of the residents have TVs and
stereos.) Water is obtained from a fire
hydrant on Canal Street. The Hill’s
trash is removed, sporadically, by sani-
tation crews in the employ of the
Department of Transportation, which
has jurisdiction over the Hill, as it has
over many odd parcels of land under
or adjacent to the city’s bridges and
roadways. Probably none of the as-
sorted government programs intended
to “help the homeless” matter as much
to the Hill’s economy as New York
State’s bottle-return law, which, al-
though designed for another purpose,
has created employment for thousands
of homeless people throughout the city.
While some people on the Hill regard
can-and-bottle collecting as beneath
them, others regularly scour the neigh-
borhood and deliver their bounty to the
Pathmark on Pike Slip, at the base of
the bridge. Sometimes there is a line
of collectors waiting patiently in the
Pathmark parking lot, each with his
own supermarket cart full of cans and
bottles.

Most of the Hill’s inhabitants are
enterprising scavengers of abandoned
furniture and appliances. They keep
what they need, and sell, barter, or
give away the rest. In some cases,
these activities brush up against the
line that divides scavenging from thiev-
ery; in other cases, they cross well over
the line. As a result, the Hill has come
in for a good deal of police attention.



