Into the Home of the Homeless

By Stephanie Wonchala

An experiment in dealing with the drunken homeless in Anchorage has begun. With permits acquired and the public commentary period closed – including some organized opposition -- the former Red Roof Inn on 5th and Karluk is quickly on its way to becoming Karluk Manor, a home for the hard-core homeless.

 “We allow people to drink,” said Melinda Freemon, Director of the RurAL CAP Housing Division. “These folks are very, very ill and disabled, so if we take them off the streets, their health increases, their drinking decreases, and they are able to make better decisions.”

That’s the theory. Proponents say it’s worth trying.

According to Freemon, homeless alcoholics can cost the city up to $60,000 a year each. Once in the facility, numbers will drop closer to $22,000. In response to some neighborhood concerns, Karluk Manor is undergoing construction to become a gated community with only one entrance point. It will have numerous cameras, allow only 10 visitors on the premise at any given time, and not allow panhandling in the area. Tenants will be required to pay rent on a sliding scale, Freemon said, and volunteer four hours of their time per month.






##

Set back in the woods near Campbell Creek Park is a community of people living off the grid. The cover of brush separates them from society. The closer you get to their campgrounds, the more the scenery changes. Twigs and low branches stripped from trees serve as kindling. Empty beer cans. Condom wrappers.

David Ha, a homeless Vietnamese who isn’t sure if  he’s 41 or 42 – his papers are missing – 
Is the kind of homeless Karluk Manor is designed for. As this past winter settled in, he showed off his forest home, leading the way with fellow camper Kenneth Leo, 47. . 

“It gets really dark during the winter,” said Ha. “You always need two to three flashlights, headlamps and extra batteries.” 

An abandoned campsite, tent tattered from bears and other homeless passer-bys, is an eyesore at the forest’s edge. “This is what gets us kicked out right here,” said Ha. The site’s tattered blue couch is moist from rain; a helmet, water bottle and shoe contribute to the debris. The Homeless living responsibly hate campsites like this, Ha said. 

 “I always keep it tight . . . No fire, no, trash, and no noise. This site belonged to a Native guy who was supposed to be a woodsman. He left cans and stuff, but we come and clean up to let homeowners know things are being taken care of.” 

Ed O’Neill, former owner of Brown Jug and owner of condos near Campbell Creek Park stops by the camps on a regular basis. 

“A clean camp is more than likely a safe camp, and the more I visit them, the more inclined they are to follow through,” said O’Neill. As a creator of the Anchorage Responsible Beverage Retail Association, O’Neill says he tries to manage campers and keep them away from the trails. “You can’t get a lot of these guys to go to any agency for help; they just want their independence.”  

Further down the trail, Ha and Leo step off the beaten path, press through pine branches and enter Leo’s living quarters. He apologizes for the state it’s in, although it’s well organized. A tent rests atop insulated palettes. Leo says it’s important to keep tents off of the ground, but carrying even just one palette in from the forest’s edge is a lot of work. A green tarp hangs from trees to protect from above, and chicken wire serves as a fence. 

“I used to have it real nice,” says Leo about a former site. “King sized bed and a heater. But I get frustrated out here, so I torched it. I don’t wanna be out here, you know?” Leo once lived with a woman. “I beat her,” he said. She now stays at the mission on Tudor, and Leo berates himself over it every day. Their relationship is an emotional subject for him, and Ha suggests that Leo not discuss it.

The path gets trickier as the forest gets denser. If you didn’t know what you were looking for, you’d miss the camouflaged entrance to another campsite. Ha is impressed with the time and energy the inhabitant took in creating it. “It’s elaborate. It’s like a gated community. The guy’s an ex-marine who believes in things like Sasquatch and Big Foot, says he’s writing a novel about it,” said Ha. 

Behind the meticulously arranged shrubbery sits a simplified hobbit-house complete with a “million dollar view” of Campbell Creek. There is a sense of enchantment, the afternoon sun glowing through branches and sparkling across the rippling water. Rounding the structure’s camo netting-covered side, another clearing serves as an outdoor gym. Ha says the former marine practices martial arts in the space. Two padded, taped trees and a pull-up bar attest to this. 

To exit the camp, a swinging door made of branches opens outward and gives way to another trail, leading to another slice of homeless woodland life.

There are many reasons why people find themselves homeless; some choose to be, some don’t know how to live like other people, and some don’t seem to care. “We all have our issues,” said Leo. “I’ve been drinking without eating first lately, and I know that’s a sign of letting go. When I’m not around alcohol, I can focus on life itself.” Once Leo was a successful roofer, making $40 an hour. He has four children, but they don’t live with him now. 

Ha says the people in the woods aren’t really homeless, they’re just living in a different part of the house. Leo disagrees. “I know when my kids get taken away and I’m livin’ out here, I’m homeless,” he said. He admitted people like him sometimes take $245 food cards provided by charities, sell them for 50 cents on the dollar, and buy alcohol. When asked what it would take for him to clean up, Leo shrugs. “Gunpoint,” he answers. 

Officer Jennifer Haywood, a member of the Anchorage Police Department’s Community Action Patrolling committee, has visited lots of illegal camps.  

“There’s no solution because a lot of it is that we can always have housing, but a lot of people are not willing to stay sober to stay in the housing,” said Haywood. “A lot of them have money, either disability checks or Native corporation checks that come in. It’s not that they can’t put a roof over their head, it’s just that they have an abuse problem and there’s really no solution for them.”

Haywood has seen the large amounts of biohazard materials and human waste when clearing out camps. “There’s always some who pick up after themselves, but for the one that you find, there will be twenty that are dirty and unhealthy,” she said.

Forest living is usually linked to alcohol abuse, but drugs are Leo’s enemy, “They’re always there, and I love them,” he says.

Ha can relate. A former addict who says he couldn’t get into rehab because he didn’t have identification, Ha has learned to control his need. 

“I now set a date and plan on it. I’m not like your regular drug user.” Sex is what prompts Ha to seek out drugs. “Everything is all about sex when I do the drugs. Every time I do meth, I get a hooker.” 

Ha says he never actually sleeps with hookers but does get a hotel room to do drugs with them. On two occasions, he has been arrested without clothes on and hospitalized. “It is so embarrassing to go to the hospital naked and high like that,” said Ha. 
“But when I’m high, I don’t care about anything.”

No one questions that substance abuse, mental illness, and crime contribute to a downward spiral that often keeps homeless in the woods. But sometimes people camping together come to feel they are with their families, and don’t want to leave to go to rehabilitation facilities. Even assuming there were enough such facilities available.  And so the tension continues. The homeless try to find a safe, comfortable place to sleep at night, citizens complain to the police,  police serve abatement notices and shelters overflow.

According to Freemon, director of Karluk Manor, volumes of research have been done on re-housing chronic, alcoholic homeless. Programs like Karluk Manor have proven successful across the U.S., she said.  Will the Anchorage homeless choose to come in from the cold? The Manor is scheduled to open November 1st. We’ll soon find out. 
