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The garbage people of San Francisco have decorated their warehouse home with scavenged material.

Warehouse tribes:
New twist in urban
survivalism
SAN FRANCISCO-On a winter's evening in a warehouse in San Francisco,
a group of urban survivors gathers
around candles and a space heater
to swap stories after a day of painting
houses, delivering documents and
similar get-by jobs.
It is a scene duplicated in big cities
across the country—refugees from
the suburbs who have abandoned
comfortable homes and predictable
futures to forge a lifestyle that superficially resembles that of the city's
homeless and disenfranchised.
These young exiles from middleclass America have brought little of
their past lives with them. Instead,
they use what they find in dumpsters
to create short-term homes.
For them, living on the edge is
guerrilla training for surviving in a
brittle and soon-to-be-shattered so-

ciety. "We are making ourselves
tough," says Laurie, a Purdue University dropout and a member of an ad
hoc collective that calls itself "garbage people."
Andrew, a Cornell University dropout, now studies English literature
at San Francisco State University and
works in a community thrift shop to
augment an education stipend from
his parents. "For a while garbage was
the only thing that was free. But now
garbage is less and less free. People
drive around at night and collect
boxes and cans. In fact, when I drink
a can of Coke now, I leave the can
on the street, where it will be easy
to pick up.
"Everything here came from the
streets. We bought little and stole
nothing—well, maybe a few planks
of wood. We wanted to build our
own bathroom. Our dog is a garbage
dog, not on a leash like other
people's dogs. People walking their
dogs on leashes are on leashes
themselves. You just can't see them."
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These refugees talk about developing "survival skills"—the creative impulses that they believe were
deadened during their formative
years by an overprotective environment. They speak with disdain of
their parents' middle-class, goaloriented lifestyle.
Garbage person Patrick first lived
in a warehouse in Tucson, Ariz., and
has, with Laurie, a new daughter
named Rogue. He says he wants to
be free of "the system." "It's a consumer mentality—the wholesale acceptance of some developer's greed,
a way of life that is not about discovery. It's an insulation from the difficulties of life."
Laurie, Patrick and Andrew, all in
their mid-20s, are of a generation
that grew up with predictions of nuclear holocaust and environmental
collapse. "But we lived in a cocoon,"
says Andrew. "I had to get out and
find real life."
The garbage people's living area
is on the second floor of a dilapi-

bits can be identified by their ragged
layers of sweats and '50s-era print
shirts and dresses. They often sport
tattoos, nose rings, personalized
high-top sneakers and a variety of
mohawks.
Although each warehouse community develops its own philosophical outlook, the members generally
agree that they are not skinheads,
heavy-metal rockers or hippies.
They are known to each other as
skaters or performance artists.
Their furtive lifestyle and art have
origins in the punk music scene.
Their music discourages hero worship and promotes bonds among
people. "One of the most important
things about punk is not to immortalize stars," says Andrew. "Most
groups that are famous don't even
have records."
The common denominator among
warehouse tribes is transient living
and the rejection of a controlled environment. They usually live in
buildings under a loose lease or in
abandoned industrial sites that are
soon to be razed or sold. There are
so many warehouse tribes—an estimated 1,500 in San Francisco
alone—that insiders suspect any
rundown commercial space of housing a collective. Resistant to all organizational efforts, tribe members

walked out of a recent presentation
by the San Francisco city permit department on "how to legalize your
living space."
Bernard, another urban survivalist, lives in a "squat" in Cologne,
West Germany, where he says the
motivations for warehouse living are
different. "In Germany, the movement is old and quite established,
the groups are drawn together from
all walks of life for radical political
purposes. In America, people are not
so involved in larger movements.
They are on more individual trips."
Garbage person Bruce agrees. "Here,
each person can have his own rendition of how he wants to live. Some
warehouses are into drugs, art,
noise. In others, everybody works
and goes to bed early."
Laurie says she has been thinking
a lot about her lifestyle and the kinds
of controls her young daughter will
face as she grows up. "I don't know
what will happen to me, and I don't
know how much this way of life will
affect Rogue, but I expect to keep
finding creative ways to live. Being
able to define my space, to change
it if I want to, that's very important
to me."

who were not as surprised as whites
that racists get elected to the legislature—said they preferred Duke's
brand of open racism to the currently fashionable kind that is subBATON ROUGF, LA.-David Duke did merged and more effective.
in Louisiana what most people
In defeating fellow Republican
thought was impossible anywhere in John Treen in the February 18 runoff
1989. The former grand wizard of the election, the white supremacist and
national Ku Klux Klan and current former Nazi Party member gained
president of the National Asso- the national media spotlight and
ciation for the Advancement of triggered a bout of handwringing by
White People was elected to a seat Republican Party officials. People all
over the country asked each other,
in the state legislature.
Duke was sworn into office on how?
Duke won the election by 227
February 22 despite challenges in
the legislature and in court based votes in a 99-percent white suburban
on claims that he had not met the district bordering predominately
one-year residency requirement in black New Orleans despite the fact
his district. But many black and lib- that his opponent's campaign was
eral lawmakers felt the attempts to being run by Lee Atwater and the
stop Duke were misdirected. They Republican National Committee,
pointed out that, even if Duke would which delivered money and enhave been kept from the legislature, dorsements from President Bush,
the sentiments that put him there Bush's son and former President
could not be so easily shoved Reagan. Immediately after the elecaside—and the last thing they tion Atwater said he would ask the
wanted was a martyr on their hands. GOP executive committee to reInstead, the black and liberal law- pudiate Duke and "drum him out of
makers looked forward to watching the party." Atwater later backed off
their conservative
colleagues when local party officials comsquirm when they find Duke making plained that they were playing into
speeches in support of their right- the hands of Duke, who shrewdly has
wing positions.
used the outside interference to his
Some observers, noting the sur- advantage.
prisingly warm reception Duke reSome saw great irony in the
ceived from many of his colleagues party's efforts to distance themin the statehhouse, worried that his selves from Duke (see editorial on
election would set back race rela- page 14) while at the same time
tions and touch off a nationwide using calculated racial appeals to atwave of racially inspired campaigns. tract white voters. Bush's political
And while it has noticeably raised advertisement associating Demothe tension level in interracial rela- cratic presidential candidate Michael
tions, the election is more likely to , Dukakis with black rapist Willie Horcausa a much-needed bout of na- ton is the most notable example.
tional soul-searching and conc- "Now you have the Republicans saysciousness-raising. Many blacks- ing, 'Oh, Lordy, Lordy, Lordy, isn't

this terrible?'" said California Democratic Rep. Tony Coelho. "Well, they
were playing with matches; they
were playing with fire."
Duke's appeal was in many ways
similar to Reagan's conservative
populist approach; Reagan created
an image as a friend of the little guy,
railing against government regulation and interference. But the little
guy in Reagan's world, like Duke's
today, is lily-white. Reagan attacked
those who received government aid
as "welfare queens" and "cheats,"
while defending the working man,
who found blacks and other minorities a convenient explanation for
problems such as crime and drugs.
Democrats should be careful not
to make too much of Duke's recent
party registration until their own
house is in order. Republicans love
to point out that Sen. Robert Byrd
(D-WV)—who just stepped down as
the party's Senate leader—is a
former KKK member. Blacks have
only recently begun to take their
rightful place in the party, and only
when they forced their way in via
Jesse Jackson's presidential campaigns. And many on the left claim
that the failure of half-hearted liberal
programs such as public housing
projects have exacerbated the perils
of urban life.
While the focus on Duke intensifies in the glare of the national
spotlight and Northerners content
themselves with the thought that it
could only happen in the South, the
"climate of hate" of which Duke is
only a symptom continues to build,
unchecked by mainstream Republicans or Democrats.

dated warehouse. It has been sectioned off into sleeping lofts, a bathroom, a large kitchen area and an
open center space containing formerly discarded sofas for seating an
audience during the frequent performance art evenings. On the ground
floor is an elaborate network of
skateboard ramps, a soundproof
music room with two full drum sets
and the group's collection of "stuff
and "junk."
So far, warehouse tribes have succeeded in being invisible to outsiders. "We are surrounded by people
who don't know what's going on
here" says Andrew. "I never knew
about warehouse life in Philly until
I left. 1 was living in the middle of it
and never saw it."
Bruce, a 28-year-old Navy veteran
and house painter, has lived the
warehouse life in Philadelphia and
San Francisco. "You can find [warehouse people] in every town in
America, but especially in the Rust
Belt, where there is so much industry. I can go to any town and within
two hours find my people just by
standing on the corner in the right
part of town."
Warehouse tribes revel in sharing
a distinctive costume. Often seen
weaving their ways through cities on
skateboards, these urban jackrab-

From grand wizard
to state
representative

stores in a mall somewhere." Like, say, Joplin, Mo.. Hoffman
wrote, "It is simply not the legitimate function of a book retailer
to solve the problems of international terrorism." No, but one
might expect that it is a legitimate function oi a working intellect
not to allow the bogeyman of international terrorism to dictate
what is and what is not placed on US. bookshelves. To make just
that point, the National Writers Union, the labor organization that
represents In These Times freelance writers, sponsored four
demonstrations in support of Salman Rushdie last week. In San
Francisco and Boston the actions were directed at B. Dalton. Waldenbooks and Barnes and Noble—book chains that are refusing
to carry The Satanic Verses. In New York protestors gathered at
the office of Iran's U.N. mission and from there went to picket
Barnes and Noble. Writers Union members in Washington demonstrated in front of the Iranian interest section that is located in
the Algerian Embassy. There they called on the US. to protect authors, booksellers and publishers from these threats, asked
bookstores not to succumb to such intimidation and demanded
that Iran's leaders withdraw their contract on Rushdie's head.

-Julia Gilden

A version of this story appeared in
Pacific ,\ews Service.

-Zack Nauth

Let the presses roll
Keter Publications, the largest publisher in Israel, is rushing to come
out with a Hebrew translation of The Satanic Verses. Chief Editor
Niva Lanir says her considerations were purely literary. But she
admits, "I know it is going to cause a tot of noise." Over in
Jerusalem, Adnan Husseini, director of the Supreme Islamic Council,
is not losing any sleep over Rushdie's alleged heresy. Islam is a
giant that a small book like this doesn't hurt," he says. "We don't
care about the book. We understand Islam well. We are proud of
Mohammed and we believe what this man publishes about Islam is
not important. It doesn't mean anything."

News clips, memos, press releases, reports, anecdotes, raw gossip—send them all to "In Short," co In These Times, 1300 West
Belmont, Chicago, III. 60657. Please include your address and
phone number,
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