A Journey into Homelessness

My Story

Jesse Smith

The purpose of this paper is to give an explanation as to how I became homeless and to dispel some of the common stereotypes associated with members of the homeless community. In order to give an adequate understanding as to a few of   the variables associated to my predicament; it is necessary to give a background as to my family and who I am. I will attempt to explain this by announcing certain common stereotypes and comparing them with my personal situation.

Variable number one: Most homeless persons have little or no formal education:

My educational credentials are as follows: I received a Bachelor of Arts in Sociology with a minor in Urban Planning from the Federal City College / now known as the University of the District of Columbia in 1974, in 1980 I pursued a degree in Econometrics from the University of Maryland. I did not complete the course work for this degree because of family obligations and I am some twelve (12) semester hours short of that goal. Throughout my undergraduate career I have a cumulative grade point average of 3.75.The graduate course work-study was 3.5.

Variable number two: Most homeless persons have no substantial employment history, employable skills, or they don’t want to work: 

The Bell System that included the well-known companies of AT&T, Lucent Technologies, Avaya and Verizon employed me as a Systems Engineer. The Chesapeake and Potomac Telephone Company first employed me in 1969,migrated to those other companies over the course of my career. Given the fact that these were lateral moves, my transitions to these other companies did not cause a break in service. At the time I was separated from the company, I had a cumulative total of 27 years of service. Since I was vested in the company I am eligible to receive a full pension when I reach the age of 65. I also was employed as a Telecommunications Consultant for a major consulting firm, Booz Allen and Hamilton.

Variable number three: Most homeless persons come from a dysfunctional or unstable family background:

I am number two of six children born to my mother and father. I have one brother and four sisters. One of my sisters is now deceased. Though we were on the lower end of the economic scale both my parents struggled and did their best to provide for us materially as well as emotionally. It is safe to say that my parents made sure that they both were present as far as providing the nurturing necessary for their children to enter adult hood. My parents had very little formal education; in fact their experience could be considered as, the third grade for my mother and the fifth or sixth grade for my father. They both however have PhDs’ in Common Sense. It is to be noted that my parents were products the nineteen twenties through fifties in the racially segregated south of the United States. As a consequence they stressed the importance of education to all of us. With the exception of my brother and oldest sister, the rest of us including myself have bachelor or masters degrees. The idea of family support and cohesion were paramount throughout their nurturing.  My father and mother remained married until his death in 1996. I was married for 32 years and had two children. As I give details in my story it will become apparent as to the significance of this statement as it pertains to my journey into homelessness.

My Story

      Stage One:

      The Beginning

My name is Jesse Smith Jr. I will explain as best I can how I became a member of the homeless community. I trust that you read the previous portion of this paper given that you can see that I am a well educated individual perhaps not on par with some of our well known institutions but I believe that if challenged I could hold my own. What is important about my educational experience is where it came into play later in my journey. 

    I was married when I was nineteen years old and remained so for 32 years. It was the dissolution of my marriage that was the catalyst to my becoming homeless. My ex-wife, my children lived a very good life. We interacted with each other I think in a very good way, in that my wife and I worked our roles as parents and our children did what children do at their various stages of growth, elementary, teenage years and adolescence. I think our interaction, as far as the children were concerned was good. We owned a home in Clinton Maryland with all the trappings and many items associated with a middle-class existence. My wife as well as myself where gainfully employed and contributed without reservation to the welfare of the family. My wife and I did have disagreements from time to time, this is common to all married couples, there was nothing so disrupt able that it would tear our family apart. There seemed to be no reason why we could not continue this mode for life. The deterioration of this status came about some time after my children became adults and we pretty much on their own. In fact my daughter was married and living with her husband in Omaha Nebraska, and my son was in college and supporting himself. It was just my wife and myself and I didn’t believe that we had any significant problems. Hindsight of course is always the best teacher. I should had noticed that after my son got on his own that there was a change in my wife’s attitude towards me, there seemed to be a lot more friction than usual, but I contributed that to the fact that we were almost complete opposites, she being an introvert and I the extrovert. She said it was menopause.  One day, just out of the blue she came to me and said, “ I don’t want to be married any more I want a divorce.” I thought she was joking so I did not consider her statement seriously. Over the course of a few months the friction between us became more and more frequent. She filed for separation and divorce. I will not give the specific grounds of the divorce, suffice it to say that my attorney and I could prove the accusations to be unfounded and we believe that she had no case. I must state that I was by no means a choirboy or blameless in any of the events that lead to our divorce, but I had no intention of disclosing any damaging information to anyone who would be detrimental to my case. I proved however to be my own worst enemy in this case. When our case came before the Magistrate, I asked to address the court and made a statement to the affect that I relinquished all claims to properties real and unreal requested that I be allowed to retain my retirement and to pay the court fees. My request was repeated and granted. That day I no longer had a home and in effect became homeless. Needless to say my attorney and a number of other persons including family members were upset with me and they could not understand why I took that course of action and to be honest I have no rational explanation either.

Stage Two:

 Depression

When I left the court, I went to stay with my mother who lives in Washington D.C. Reasons being, that I had been staying there during the period of separation prior to the actual divorce also it was easy for me to get to work on the public transportation system. At this point I must state two points: first when I initially left my home in Clinton I didn’t take my car because it needed some repair work and the subway in D.C. allowed me to get any where I needed to be within the city limits and secondly my father had been dead for some time and I believe that if he were alive at the time I went to stay there he would have been able to help me snap out of my depression in its’ early stages. My father and I had a great relationship. One day, I went to the subway as usual to go to work. Baring any unforeseen events it took me approximately ten to fifteen minuets to get to work, what actually happened can only be described as something out of the Twilight Zone.

 I was walking I thought to my office, when a drop of water splashed in the middle of my forehead. It had the effect of waking me up from some dream, I began to recognize my surroundings and contemplate how I got there in Clinton? The why I was there was the most alarming thing of all. I realized that I had developed a plan to commit some harm to my ex-wife. The extent of the violence I had planed in my subconscious could be considered nothing short of homicide. A sense of fear and revulsion consumed me with the realization that I had lost control. In this state of mind I wasn’t sure what I might do. I immediately retraced my steps back to the safety of my mothers house, went to the room that I stayed in and came out only to use the bathroom. I stayed isolated in that room for approximately three and one half months. During that time I attempted suicide a number of times by taking pills, drinking bleach, I tried to hang myself and various other unsuccessful methods to end my life. All the time I spent in that room feeling sorry for myself, falling deeper into depression, I had no sense of time. For me a day seemed like only an hour or two. I had the same dream night after night or day after day. I really could not distinguish any real change from one day to the next. Also I would not talk to anyone or try to contact any one I just wanted to disappear. One day I just came to my senses and started to examine my situation and what I needed to do to reestablish myself and try to get a grip on reality.  I had no job, no home and no money. I needed to face my situation and do something about it. As I started to formulate plans to get back on my feet, I felt as though that I had passed that stage of feeling sorry for myself and could now move forward and establish a new life. What I didn’t know was that I was sick and had been in need of psychiatric help for quite some time. The longer I went without that help my condition would only get worst.

Stage Three:

 A New Life

As stated earlier, I made it a point to avoid any conversation or interaction with any of the people I knew prior to the divorce. I felt a sense of embarrassment and humiliation if I were to face any of my old acquaints with no job and having to give explanations for my present state of affairs was something I was not prepared to do. In a sense I was now destitute. If it weren’t for my mother I wouldn’t have a place to stay. I did owe something to her for the support she had been giving me. My solution was to get a job, give my mother a portion of my earnings, save some to get an apartment and move somewhere away from my old surroundings. I was able to obtain some employment, mostly part-time and seasonal positions all of which paid minimum wages or I got paid for the days work. I could see at this rate it would take me a considerable amount of time before I could even come close to any of my goals. This realization served to put me in a state of frustration and hopelessness. What I did was to self medicate. Tried to drown my sorrows in drink and drugs. The problem was that I had to come face to face with my mother each time whenever I came home and try to lie to explain my behavior. It was apparent to me that my mother was not buying any of my excuses and this served to add more to my sense of embarrassment. On the occasion of one of my binges, I looked my mother in the eye lying about my condition and then my conscience got the best of me and I knew I couldn’t do this any more. The next day I was on a bus to New York City. It is common knowledge that if you wish to disappear and have a chance at a new life the Big Apple is the place to be. The only thing I took with me was a duffle bag with a change of clothes, one hundred nineteen dollars excluding my bus fare and the hope to establish new relationships. I did find a new life but it was not in the positive idealistic manner I had envisioned, rather I was introduced to the idea of survival from living on the streets. This was the true introduction to the realities of destitution, extreme depression and for the first time I was truly alone. I had become a member of the homeless community.

Stage Four:

 Survival

The first couple of days upon my arrival I just walked around the city. New York City is awesome to the newcomer. The towering sky scrapers the, bustling and the impersonalzation of its citizens, always in a hurry. This was actually very intimidating to me so I opted to try to act like them so I held everyone with a degree of skepticism and suspicion, consequently I spoke to very few people and found it better to be to myself. As frugal as I tried to be with the little funds I had, within three days I was completely broke. I did have a bag of trail mix, some peanuts and a liter of Pepsi.  Over a period of time I learned to stretch what little resources to the optimum level, how to leave my duffle bag a couple of blocks away from the store I would steal from. I would go into a store flash the one-dollar bill I had over some cut sheets of newspaper that was to give the clerk the impression that I had the money to purchase something. When the opportunity presented itself I would take what I could and head hurriedly to the exit. As many times as I did this, I was never caught. I was yelled at once but by the time the clerk got to the door I was long gone. After that episode I resorted to begging for money. I was not very good at this activity however I did have some good days. Any amount I made over five dollars found its way to the package store, into me and me into alley or park with my liquid escape ticket. Being on the streets I was in a constant search for shelter. During the day while I walked around the city I would take note of abandoned cars, boarded up buildings, alleys and parks that where somewhat secure, with the exception of the occasional rat. I tried to avoid being outside as much as possible because usually when you where resting good, the police would show up and hassle you. What was worse another homeless person might steal your possessions. When ever the weather was too severe I would ride the trains, subway as long as I could or until the rain or snow subsided. And then the cycle would continue.

Stage: Five

 The Road to Recovery

The mode of existence I choose was in effect working for me but depression was still very much a part of my mental state. I know now that much of this was the result of the fact that I was alone. I had no friends, no one I would or could talk to who would possibly help alleviate my pain or self-pity. I was locked in my own destructive world of attempting suicide by proxy. In essence I was hoping for death by hands other than my own. One day I decided to leave New York and went to Philadelphia. I had some family there, most importantly male cousins to whom I could relate and they possibly would help me help myself. Unfortunately upon my arrival I resorted to the same method I employed when I was in New York. In Philadelphia it was much worst. It is called the city of Brotherly Love. There are a lot of brothers there but the love was non-existent. Then again I did not present myself as the most approachable person. I always tried to keep enough money on me to get on the subway; in Philly it is called the High Speed Line. I did this in case the weather became too severe so I could seek the temporary shelter of the public transportation system. One day when it was raining considerably I got on the train in Philly and road it back and forth from Philly to Lindenwold, New Jersey. On one of my return trips I saw the battle ship USS. New Jersey, which was anchored in the harbor. I was always a student of the Second World War, so I got off the train to see the ship up close. Unfortunately I did not have the fare to get back on the train. As a result I spent some time on the streets in Camden N.J. This was at that time possibly the ideal place for a homeless person seeking shelter because the area was under a severe state of economic depression that meant that there were a large number of abandoned boarded up dwellings. I had no problem finding a place to stay; the down side was that the population of drug-addicted persons and other persons of questionable character frequented these same dwellings. This made any comfort in these places rather precarious. It was very dangerous. I guess it was fear coupled with depression that prompted me to leave and to head south from Camden to a destination unknown and one that didn’t matter. I ended up in a place call Atco N.J. I must mention that first of all this is a very rural almost agricultural area and the people I did meet had a much different attitude towards people they would see walking down route 73 or the White Horse Pike. I was given rides a number of times for a couple of miles and sometimes I was given a couple of dollars to get food with no strings attached. Once in Berlin, Atco and Hamilton N.J. I slept in graveyards the occasional abandoned car and fields. In the fields I can truly say that I communed with nature. I ate vegetation that looked edible, drank from streams that looked relatively clean but it didn’t matter because I was thirsty and I didn’t care. One day I went to the K-Mart in Berlin changed clothes and went job hunting. I happened to be one of the fortunate few in the Homeless community who posses a valid set of identification and I was able to secure a job as a Nurses Assistant, at the Ancora Psychiatric Hospital. I finally saw a light at the end of the tunnel, I saw hope. I developed a reputation as a hard working very reliable employee. I was always there. What they didn’t know was that I never left the facility. This was my home. I had a little money and a lot of hope. I thought I had overcome my depression. I could not have been more mistaken.

Stage Six: 

New Hope Help is on the Way

One of the things I learned over the course of my journey into homelessness is the effect that the holiday seasons have on a person who has suffered the trauma of loosing family through whatever reason. In the U.S. you have a number of family associated holidays. Christmas, New Years Day, Hanukah, Mothers Day, Fathers Day, Independence Day and Thanksgiving Day to name a few. All of these holidays have the affect of stressful memories to a person who has lost his family for one reason or another. In my case it hit extremely hard. It was sometime in November when everywhere there were preparations for the upcoming holidays. I had problems relating to other peoples joy and enthusiasm because as far as I was concerned I had no family to speak of. I spent many days reminiscing of happier times that served only to make me feel worst. One day after a light snow fall. I was standing in front of the hospital and I could see for miles the trappings of the Christmas holiday. I started walking fully engrossed in thought with no destination in mind. I finally stopped due to exhaustion to rest. Some time I realized that I had been on the road for some two or three days before I stopped. To this day I have no recollection of anything before my body strength gave out. Tired and exhausted I resorted to an old survival technique of standing in front of the Wa Wa convenience store hoping to retrieve some half eaten discarded food. It happened that a policeman had been patrolling area and he approached me and inquired as to why I was there. My initial reaction was to lie to him so I told him that I was waiting for my sister. He said he had been patrolling the area for some time and I had been in the same spot for quite a while so why don’t I try telling him the truth. It was something about the way he talked to me that allowed me to trust him with the truth. When I told him I was hungry, he took the stuff I had in my hand, threw it in the garbage and took me into the store bought me a sandwich, chips, dessert, cold drink and coffee cause it was very cold outside and best of all he served me. One of the most endearing things he did, this man who happened to be the police never once made me feel like a criminal or less than a man. He did take me to the station where he had to confirm my identity. He or his office searched for a shelter for me with no success. It seems that at that time during the year facilities of that sort are generally full with other persons who suffer the same plight as myself. Eventually what he and his superior did was to give me twenty dollars each of their own money and put me on the Amtrak bound for Washington, D.C. home. I am forever grateful to these officers especially the first one, for what they did. In spite of my appearance and I must say my repulsive odor, they never once made me feel less than human. They provided the help I needed and a new hope for the future. 

Stage Seven: 

A New Purpose

I had been away from home with no communication with my family or anyone for three almost four years. This is a testament to what low self-esteem and depression can do to an individual if left untreated. When I arrived in D.C. I did not contact my family or anyone I knew. I just was not ready to face anyone I opted instead to go to a shelter. I was aware that such facilities exist especially the most well known in this city the Community for Creative Non Violence (CCNV) however when I got there they were not accepting any new residents. I was told by one of the clients that a shelter known as Franklin* might have space available. I was accepted at Franklin and I must say that this was a very frightening prospect. All of the time that I was out on the street I had never interacted with anyone who was homeless or at least anyone who fit the stereotype of the homeless individual. Even though I was homeless I never thought of myself as a member of this group. The first few days I was there I was scared without a clue as to what to do. I happened to be in my bunk one day talking to myself about getting things I needed for hygiene when Rommel McBride, one of my roommates** gave me a packet with many of the items I needed. We became fast friends, he took it on himself to show me the ropes on how to survive and the utilize services of community based organizations dedicated to service to the poor and homeless population. One of the things Rommel was involved in was a process of giving testimony to the D.C. city counsel as to the conditions of the shelter as well as an appeal to keep the Franklin  shelter open. I was new to the shelter and was unaware of that predicament. I became involved with this idea because my friend deemed it important. During one of our meetings I had the life-changing meeting with Mrs. Rebecca Sambol who was working on her masters in social work from George Mason University and Ms. Maryann Luby with the Legal Clinic for the Homeless and community activist. These two ladies worked tirelessly behind the scenes to give a voice to the men in this shelter. Along with their guidance and help we formed a group called the Committee to Save Franklin Shelter. Our core group consisted of Mess. Rommel McBride, David Pirtle, Michael McFadden, Eric Sheptock and myself. Each member of our group had a specific role that worked very well for us. As stated earlier my education came in to play because of my training as a public speaker and writing abilities due to the many papers I had to submit for my many classes in sociology and anthropology. Given that as a premise, I was selected to write articles for the publication Street Sense, in turn we were allowed to use some of their resources. I was elected president and spokesman for our group. David was our chief information officer and strategist, Rommel handled the pulse of the city, Mike was our computer guru responsible for things like creating a web-site and Eric, who we titled “ The Field Marshall” went every place where issues that concerned our plight was on the agenda. The most amazing thing about our journey was that it could be compared to the biblical, David verses Goliath. Our group had very few resources; in fact we had two number two pencils, two legal pads and forty-five cents in cash. We challenged the D.C. City Counsel, the Mayor and the billion- dollar Western Development Corporation who wanted to purchase the property. Against all odds we won. We had generated enough interest for the previously uninformed citizens of D.C. to pressure their prospective representatives to countermand the proposal to close the shelter. Since then all of the members of our group have dedicated themselves to some form of community activism. For what years I have left I plan to dedicate as much of it to addressing the issues of the poor and homeless population and to work in whatever capacity I can hopefully to make a difference. 

Notes

** The area where my bunk or sleeping quarters was located was an open space that accommodated some 20 other men.  Mr. McBride happened to be one of the twenty also Mr. Sheptock was another person assigned to our area.

* The Franklin School Shelter is a Men only Low Barrier Shelter facility that accommodated 240 to 270 males dependent upon the weather or season of the year. It is to be noted that this facility was be no means designed to be a shelter.

