
I had a very religious upbringing. Sunday 
school, church, Boy Scout, Bible study. 
Even children’s recitals in church servic-

es. Never would I have dreamed that one day 
I’d be a homeless addict. I would never have 
thought I’d have nothing to look forward to 
but another day of soup kitchens and aimless 
drifting around the city, looking for some-
thing to make me a few bucks. During this 
period of my life—homelessness—I didn’t 
think about God that often. Instead, my daily 
focus was on survival. At long last, I did some 
soul-searching. I wanted to find out what 
place God had in my life, if he had any at all. 
Was He there? Or had I become just another 
God-forsaken tramp who would die in some 
dark alley or abandoned building? On some 
level, I could relate to the anguish that Christ 
felt when he uttered “My father, my father, 
why hast thou forsaken me?” while bearing 
the agony of crucifixion.

Of course, my predicament was due mostly 
to my own shortcomings—not God’s.

God gave each of us a body and a mind, 
a spirit and a soul. What we do with these 
precious gifts is left up to our own free will. 

What I’ve found out about most addicts and 
“losers” is this: we blame all our own person-
al misfortunes on God. Satan is blameless.

As my spirituality evolved, I began to see 
God from a different perspective. I discovered 
that I, more than anything else, determined 
my own fate. It was my decision, not God’s, to 
use drugs, drink alcohol, be irresponsible, be 
half-hearted about living a normal, happy life.

To me, God is the absolute. Nothing changes 
God’s nature or being. I’m not like that. I had 
to change my nature to communicate with my 
innermost self—the part of the self that we all 
have, where the God in all of us resides.

We have churches and other religious or-
ganizations that welcome the homeless, the 
forsaken, and the aimless into a powerful, 
positive community of God-worshipping 
people. As the renowned psychoanalyst Carl 
Jung taught, we search for entities and pow-
ers outside ourselves to provide us with peace 
and sanity, but the real power is within our-
selves. And when we make up our minds to 
do something in the name of God, that goal 
can be accomplished.

Many homeless people, sadly, have become 
completely immune to the devastating condi-
tions of homelessness. They have become so 

accustomed to this lifestyle that, although it’s 
hard to believe, they don’t really want to leave 
the streets. Many are very comfortable sleep-
ing on the sidewalks, at bus stops, and inside 
abandoned buildings. This doesn’t mean the 
situation is hopeless. It is simply the sign of a 
broken spirit, one that makes beating home-
lessness seem a lot less feasible. Many throw 
in the towel and say, “Let come what may. If I 
am raped, murdered, beaten up, or put in jail, 
so be it. I’ve made my last stand against the 
world” They quit the race. They quit trying.

To break the cycle of homelessness means 
self-motivation. The church can help, but 
sometimes, all the church can do is provide 
a meal and a change of clothes. Most of the 
work is left up to the individual. The indi-
vidual must contact his or her inner self and 
make good use of the strength, the spiritual 
blessings God has given to him or her. He 
or she must take heed of sometimes-boring 
mission sermons and focus on actually get-
ting out of addiction, depression, fatalism, 
and hostility. He or she must find God, who 
does not change. Who is a divine source of 
absolute love, mercy, and forgiveness, but 
above all else, a source of absolute justice. 

See “The Evolution” on page 15
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People who have had an 
EXPERIENCE WITH
HOMELESSNESS

People who have had an People who have had an People who have had an People who have had an People who have had an People who have had an 

come to a weekly 
training session

Each vendor

BADGE &
will recieve a

FREE20papers

After a brief interview, 
they are given the skills to
SELL THE BRIDGE
   Papers can be sold 

THE STREETS
at local events and

F O R  O N LY 1
Additional papers can be purchased for $0.25.

Vendors that buy certain amounts of papers are rewarded with incentives 
such as messenger bags and all-day bus passes.

Want your name in the paper? 
Tweet us a vendor!

If you see a vendor of Th e Bridge around Mem-
phis, take a location-tagged picture of him/her 
and tweet it to us @thebridgepaper! We’ll print 

your name and possibly your photo in the next is-
sue of Th e Bridge.

Editorial Policy
Th e Bridge is a monthly publication dedicated 

to issues of homelessness in Memphis, TN. It is 
run by volunteers and is unaffi  liated with any 
religious or political organization.

All articles in Th e Bridge are approved by the 
Editor in Chief and directors. However, speci-
cially-labeled pieces from outside groups or con-
tributing writers may appear and do not neces-
sarily represent the views of Th e Bridge editors 
and staff  nor do they constitute an endorsement.

Th e Bridge welcomes letters from all walks of 
the Memphis community. Letters to the editor 
should be sent to editor@thememphisbridge.
com and may be edited for content.

Want to get involved?
How to Contact The Bridge

Th e Bridge is a publication by the Memphis 
Street Newspaper Organization. Th e Memphis 
Street Newspaper Organization is a non-profi t 
and exists purely to provide reliable income for 
those with experiences of homelessness and also 
to raise awareness about issues of homelessness 
in the larger community. 

For advertising-related requests, please contact:
advertising@thememphisbridge.com

If you’d like to make a donation to Th e Bridge, 
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2000 North Parkway, Rhodes Box 1630, 
Memphis, TN 38112
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The sheltered world sees some physical manifesta-
tions of homelessness: the cold, the heat, the layered 
clothes, the missing roof, the stoop. Th e internal, 

however, is much more diffi  cult to see. Th is issue focuses on 
the sense of connection—to other people, to God, and to the 
world at large—that fades into the brickwork when one loses 
membership from the sheltered world. 

On page 6, new staff  writer Grant Ebbesmeyer discusses 
the benefi ts of cell phone ownership for the homeless com-
munity. Yes, phones facilitate communication with potential 
employers. Yes, they allow increased access to health care 
providers and hotlines. But as Ebbesmeyer discusses, the 
most vital advantage to having a cell phone is simply that 
it allows you to talk. To feel connected to others in what is 
otherwise a state marked by loneliness and isolation. Th is 
theme: maintaining some semblance of normalcy through-
out a very abnormal condition, runs frequently through this 
issue. 

On page 7, staff  writer Eric Daiter argues that pet owner-
ship, although a controversial subject among animal advo-
cates, actually allows striking mutual benefi t for both person 
and pet. Th e pet receives care and companionship, and the 
person, once wholly removed from society, is now able to 
retain a little piece of it through the rewarding “normalcy” 
of pet care. 

Here, it’s important to notice what Th e Bridge’s homeless 
and formerly homeless contributors are choosing to write 
and speak about. It’s not the cold. It’s not the heat, or lay-
ered clothes, or makeshift  beds. It’s connection. It’s Tommy 
Payne’s connection to God and the ambiguity of religion. It’s 
Th eddy Wilkes’ connection to his beloved mother, to the dif-
fi culty of connecting with a world that just doesn’t seem to 
have time for him. It is vendor Linda’s refusal to accept do-
nations for potential buyers of Th e Bridge. She instead insists 
on selling a copy of Th e Bridge to each customer, on forg-
ing the connection that comes with operating in a world of 
people who are constantly bumping into each other, learn-
ing about each other, forging connections. She holds on to 
those connections.

As you peruse this month’s issue, see what you uncover 
about the side of homelessness the sheltered never see. 

Note: Th is month, we welcome fi ft een new staff  writers to Th e 
Bridge! We are elated at our expanding staff , their fantastic 
work, and the growing Memphian enthusiasm for this paper. 
Please send any comments you have to editor@thememphis-
bridge.com—we would love to read and respond to them.

BY CHLOE BRYAN
Editor-in-Chief

November Letter 
from the Editor

twitter
spotters

Want to appear in the next issue of The Bridge? Find a ven-
dor, snap a photo, and tweet it to us @thememphisbridge!

   Many people see Th e Bridge as only a way to 
monetarily assist the homeless population in 
Memphis. Not Linda. She sees the newspaper 
as not only a help to her, but a way to give 
back to her community. 
   Before she became a vendor, Linda was 
working on a degree in computer science at 
Ole Miss. It wasn’t until she started losing 
her memory that she realized something was 
wrong with her health. Aft er returning to 
Memphis to see doctors at the Med, Linda was 
diagnosed with Multiple Sclerosis (MS) and 
was unable to remain at school.
   But Linda is determined. Humble. Confi -
dent. Giving. Th is diagnosis may have paused 
her education, but it certainly didn’t end it. 
Linda is more determined than ever to fi n-
ish her last three semesters of college and 
walk across the stage, degree in hand. She has 
always enjoyed computer science, she says, 

because new technologies emerge every day—
and thus present new, exciting challenges.
   Linda credits Th e Bridge for re-instilling the 
confi dence she lost when she became home-
less Homelessness has forced Linda to see 
life from a new perspective and, for her, has 
exposed the superior attitude felt by the non-
homeless. Th is was an especially hard switch 
for Linda, who once had one hundred and 
fi ft y people working under her instruction.
   Linda soon plans on moving into a house 
with two of her friends. Th rough selling Th e 
Bridge, she has been able to acquire savings 
not only for herself, but for her son. Linda is 
passionate about giving back to Memphis—
as much as she can, she aspires to educate 
the uninformed about the humanity behind 
homelessness. As a vendor, Linda refuses to 
accept $1 donations. She insists on actually 
selling her paper, making the transaction.
   Th e Bridge is very lucky to have a vendor like 
Linda.

Vendor Spotlight:
Linda Bozant

BY MARIAM EBEID 
Staff  Writer

Heather McGugen

Subscribe to our blog at www.
thememphisbridge.com to stay 
updated on our vendors, our 
monthly sales, and much, much 
more!
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Homelessness in literature surprised me. It was 
less the fact that my Google search yielded 
few results—so few, in fact, that I had to ac-

tually use the second page of my search results—and 
more that I couldn’t seem to fi nd much literary writ-
ing about such a profound condition of human suff er-
ing. I was astonished.

In the face of so few results, I tried to remember all 
the books I’d ever read that included homelessness as 
some part of the story, even if the condition was just 
briefl y mentioned. 

Even counting the plots that were stretches—the 
ones where a runaway child is homeless for a chapter, 
then taken in somewhere—I could count the total on 
one hand. In fact, the only book I could recollect that 
actually had a portion of the plot dedicated to home-
lessness was David Foster Wallace’s Infi nite Jest. In 
Wallace’s novel, a minor character’s backstory (a small 
aside within the novel’s overwhelming 1000+ pages) 
briefl y chronicles his experience with homelessness. 

But that’s it.
Th is was the motif I found throughout all my recol-

lections: homelessness was not the plot, homelessness 
was the side-note, an unforgettable experience em-
ployed as a forgettable aside for the reader. It seems 
that this parallels reality quite well (leave it to litera-
ture to parallel the human experience). So what does 
this mean? Two conclusions, both of which I found 
surprising: fi rst, society does not see homelessness as 
a hot-button issue. Rather than address it head-on, 
the issue is simply left  to simmer. Society contents it-
self to, in large measure, ignore the “smudge.” We tend 
to look solely at the present: instead of viewing a per-
son as a man or a woman who was once an innocent 
child, who perhaps was once sheltered just as we are, 
we tend to shut off  our empathy. For the rest of soci-
ety, homelessness functions like a pit: once someone 
falls into it, we forget that he is there. We turn our 
backs on him.

My second conclusion is similar to what a contribu-
tor, Th eddy Wilkes, writes in his poetry. “Nobody’s 
got time” for the plight of the homeless, the stories 

of those who remain unsheltered, in today’s society. 
It seems that, even in literature, a simple aside is suf-
fi cient. And along with erasing a person’s past, litera-
ture seems to regard homelessness as the inevitable 
future as well. Does literature think the future of the 
homeless is exclusively despondency? Th at they de-
serve their situation because somehow, somewhere 
along the way, they are paying for past sins? Perhaps 
not actively—it is diffi  cult to imagine an author wish-
ing homelessness upon others. But in literature like 
Infi nite Jest, the homeless become stuck. With no past 
to turn to, and no future to look forward to, they re-
main mired in the present.

Th e homeless community’s absence from literature 
is particularly troubling because literature is an art 
form that oft en propagates social and political change. 
So is the situation resigned to bleakness? Does litera-
ture truly believe that homelessness is “not its prob-
lem?” Th at’s up to the next generation of writers to 
decide. And who knows—maybe soon, the homeless 
community will get a full plotline.

BY ELIEZER SILBERBERG
Staff  Writer

Where is the Unsheltered Fiction?
Homelessness’ (surprisingly) small literary presence

It’s the slogan today,
but those who claim it, look for a blessing  everyday, 
and they are the ones who never pray a single day.

But let the weather get stormy or when life gets tough,
they can’t drop to their knees fast enough.

Let a pain hit in the place
and they’re the fi rst ones looking for God’s mercy and grace.
So I can see why someone would lose faith in the human race;
when no one will listen and you can’t fi nd your own place.

Being without a home is bad enough,
but to be ignored can really be a pain,
when others only seem to care about their personal gain.

I’m not judgmental and that’s a fact,
but what’s wrong with a little compassion and giving something back?

So take the time to show someone who’s  hurting a little love you understand,
they’re not looking for a handout, just your hand.

Wouldn’t you be glad to know an inspiring word from you can save 
somebody’s life,
instead of trying to rush home to see your husband or wife.

Everybody’s got feelings
and if it is to be a sharing of blessings
give to others
as well as yourself.

God Bless America and all the kids of the world.

BY THADDEUS “THEDDY” WILKES
Homeless Contributing Writer

Nobody’s Got Time

Community Security provides 
monitoring for residential and commercial 

alarm systems.  
We can install a new system for you or 

work with most existing alarm systems.
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For many, Sunday’s firmly established routine is 
cherished, repeated, and not to be disrupted. But 
what happens to that sacred ritual for the home-

less men and women of our city who oftentimes do not 
have the luxury of routine? Their Sunday schedule is not 
radically different from that of Monday or Tuesday; each 
day presents a unique set of challenges. David, a devout 
homeless man who spent a significant amount of time in 
the Discipleship Program at the Calvary Rescue Mission 
speaks about his relationship with Memphis churches 
but does not declare any specific religious community to 
be his “home congregation.” Instead, it seems as if the 
homeless population of Memphis moves from church to 
church throughout the week, visiting various soup kitch-
ens and seeking kind believers who might offer spiritual 
guidance. 
   This congregational wandering is not aimless; it is nec-
essary. The formation and dissolution of religious com-
munities is a complex process, but at its core, it is dictated 
by a shared need: a church is nothing more than a group 
of people who all need God in the same way. When peo-
ple are searching for a church, they instinctively look for 
this common desire among members. When homeless 
men and women set out on the same search, they have 
a harder time identifying with members who possess a 
stable home environment. It is for this reason that label-
ing Sunday as a day of rest and retreat is not negative. 
On the seventh day of the week, we retreat back into our 
church communities to find comfort in this shared need 
for God and our shared approach to addressing it. It is 
perfectly natural for the sacred Sunday ritual to differ be-
tween those with homes and those without.
   There is one notable exception to the weekly wan-
derings of the homeless community between various 
Memphis congregations, and that is the Church Without 
Doors. There is no church building and no white steeple. 
There are no stained glass windows or polished wood-
en pews. There is only a group of 150 to 200 homeless 
men and women gathered downtown in Court Park to 
worship and pray with those who understand exactly 
where they are, exactly where they’ve been. The con-
gregation is pastored by a man named Sammy who was 
once homeless himself and spent a great deal of nights 
sleeping under bridges. He understands the perspective 
of the faith-seekers before him in a way that many other 
pastors in the area do not and cannot. There is no implic-
it distance between the leader and the worship service’s 
attendees; rather, there is the unspoken bond of shared 
struggles.
   The Church Without Doors’ alternative setting for con-
temporary worship mirrors a shift currently underway 
in mainline protestant churches around the nation, com-
monly referred to as the Emergent Church Movement. 
First outlined by Phyllis Tickle—a religious scholar with 
many roots here in Memphis—the movement began 
with modern Christians’ disillusionment with institu-
tionalized religion. Communities emerged (as the move-
ment’s title suggests) that placed emphasis on dialogue 
and discussion and chose not to uphold the existing hier-
archy between pastors and laymen. These groups, much 
like the Church Without Doors, meet outside of tradi-
tional church buildings, electing instead to congregate 
in coffee shops, private homes, or even public parks. On 
the seventh day of the week, there is no departure from 

everyday environments, no separation of Sunday-selves 
and weekday-selves. Our favorite coffee shop becomes a 
new worship venue, and we form communities based on 
communication. The shared need among worshippers, 
both within the homeless community and outside of it, 
becomes a need for dialogue and doubt rather than de-
finitive answers. Churches without doors, congregations 

without dress codes or pretenses. The homeless men and 
women of Memphis are moving towards this dialogue, 
and the rest of the Christian community is following suit.

BY ANNA LOCKHART
Contributing Writer

On the Seventh Day
Rest and Retreat on Unsheltered Sundays

CALVARY: Love and Support helped bring Pat to find success in 2009
CALVARY PHOTOGRAPHER



Ask most anyone in the United States today to name an item that he or she can-
not live without and you will almost certainly get one answer: a cell phone.  But even 
though almost everyone in the country owns a cell phone today—over 91% of adults 
according to the latest Pew Research Poll—they are still seen as a “luxury” to many, 
with unlimited text, talk, and data packages hovering near $100 monthly.  Perhaps for 
this reason many are confused and even upset when they see homeless people talking 
on cell phones. However, the need for the homeless to have access to cell phones is 
great.  People experiencing homelessness who have access to cell phones gain a much 
larger support network, have higher chances of being healthy and can better search for 
jobs to end their homelessness. 

One positive aspect of cell phones for the homeless is the support network that the 
communication creates. While most people today may reach out to their friends on 
Facebook or email, it is much more difficult for the homeless to find someone to turn 
to, even though their times of need are likely to last longer and be more severe than 
those with shelter.  One study conducted by Eric Rice, Alex Lee, and Sean Taitt from 
the University of Southern California examined homeless youth and the effect of cell 
phones on their lives.  According to their research, “sexual risk taking and substance 
use are reduced when youth continue to access these [social support] networks.  Cell 
phones may be a way to keep these youth more regularly and more meaningfully en-
gaged with these physically distant but emotionally close relationships, which could 
promote positive health outcomes.”  Support networks are important for all people, but 
are especially important to the homeless in their journeys to find shelter.

Cell phones may also improve the health of the homeless.  A study conducted by 
Karin M. Eyrich-Garg of Temple University and published in the Journal of Urban 
Health found that homeless people, a group with “disproportionately high rates of 
health problems,” could benefit greatly from cell phones.  According to Eyrich-Garg, 
“Mobile phones could potentially be used by public health/health care providers to 
disseminate information to the street homeless, to enhance communication between 
the street homeless and providers, and to increase access for the street homeless to 
prevention, intervention, and aftercare services.”  Without access to these resources, 
the homeless are much more likely to be unhealthy.

Cell phones are also extremely useful to homeless people when attempting to find 
jobs.  Without a number for potential employers to contact, it becomes extremely dif-
ficult for the homeless to receive follow-up information on job applications.  Without 
job offers, a person will remain homeless for a longer amount of time, creating a per-
petual cycle.  Although a homeless person could possibly list the number of the shel-
ter where they are staying, a potential employer may rescind the job offer when they 
discover the individual is homeless.  Additionally, while free “community voicemail” 
systems have existed for the homeless since the 1990s, the user must find a phone to 
use to access their messages.  One would be extremely hard-pressed to find a working 
payphone in Memphis today.  Likewise, if an emergency occurs, a homeless person 
with a cell phone could much more quickly report the emergency and receive help 
than one without.  Vendors for The Bridge who have access to cell phones can more 
easily call to request inventory delivery, increasing their likelihood to succeed. 

However, while the need is great, access to such a supply is not so self-evident. Al-
though some may receive a phone as a gift and others may earn enough money through 
working or panhandling, there is another option provided by the Universal Service 
Fund (USF).  The federal government established the USF and its Lifeline Program to 
ensure that consumers in need can receive telecommunications services.  Every tele-
communications company is required to contribute to the USF; each company decides 
whether to pass this cost directly onto the consumers or not, which is why some cus-
tomers may see a USF charge on their bills.  Approximately 2,000 telecommunications 
companies, in turn, provide these discounts to their consumers in need and are later 
reimbursed by the federal government. 

 One such company that provides these discounts in Memphis is SafeLink Wire-
less.  Two representatives from SafeLink, Shanté Richardson and Nikki Craft, come 
to The Bridge’s weekly distribution and training sessions on Thursday afternoons to 
help homeless vendors sign-up for a free cell phone.  SafeLink customers receive 250 
minutes and 1,000 texts every month at no cost, and emergency 911 calls are free; how-
ever, more minutes or texts can be purchased if necessary.  No contracts are required.  
Customers qualify if they receive almost any form of government assistance, including 
Federal Public Housing Assistance (Section 8), Food Stamps, Supplemental Security 
Income (SSI), Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program (LHEAP), National 
Free School Lunch assistance, or Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF). 

To learn more about the SafeLink program, visit http://www.safelinkwireless.com.

An Unexpected Lifeline
Cell phones prove valuable resources for the homeless

BY GRANT EBBESMEYER
Staff Writer

Continued from page 1
We truly do reap what we sow. God will provide a help-

ing hand to even the most trapped of homeless individu-
als. His mercy extends to all. What if there were no mis-
sions, soup kitchens, churches, food stamps? We can’t say 
that God plays no role in human affairs. He grants loving 
people a spirit of compassion and generosity. These peo-
ple, in turn, are able to lessen the miseries of homeless-
ness. To help homeless people who have lost touch with 
their inner self and just can’t seem to change their own 
lives by faith in God. 

There are many obstacles to true faith. Alcoholism, 
addiction, mental illness, and chronic personality dis-
orders populate the list for many homeless individuals. 
But didn’t God create all men equal? All mankind has an 
equal share of life and an equal share of God’s love. Social 
orders are simply in place to create civilized, functional 
societies—while all mankind may be equal in terms of 
God’s gift of love and life, social ranks still exist. Everyone 
on Earth can’t be incredibly wealthy, and not everyone 
can be utterly poor. The world can’t function at either ex-
treme.

Homelessness is the lowest rank of the social order. 
Below even poverty. And living like animals can prompt 
people to behave like animals as well. So where is God? 
Certainly not in miserable, filthy “cat holes,” or under 
overpasses, or under bridges filled with pigeon drop-

pings? No—God is there also. He is the God inside, the 
inner being that must be realized through a conscious ef-
fort to clean up one’s own mess.

I can’t blame my homelessness on society. And I surely 
cannot blame my homelessness on God. Rising above 
homelessness and poverty requires taking advantage of 
God’s gifts and utilizing all the options that our society 
offers: trade schools, mental health and rehabilitation 
facilities, free medical services, food stamps, welfare. No 
one in America should be homeless—that is, unless they 
want to be. God does not control free will and the choices 
we make. We are the ultimate guardians of our own souls. 

We can also still show compassion and understand-
ing toward the lost souls of this world. We’re all a part 
of humanity, of being human, and we’re all our brothers’ 
keepers. 

God is life and God is love. As long as we exist, there 
is a chance at redemption. And when we cease to exist, 
all our problems are over. We are in the hands of God, 
who has forsaken no one in life or death, in wealth or in 
poverty. We are all equal in the sight of God. And now, 
with this knowledge, I do not feel God-forsaken. Some-
how, I’ve felt His presence at all times, even in the most 
sordid conditions.

God has not forsaken anyone. But we must pick our-
selves up from the muck that we have created for our-
selves. We must become God-conscious. It’s already there 

inside—we just have to contact the divinity that is already 
inside us all. If we lose God-consciousness, homelessness 
sets in, and life has neither meaning nor promise. We be-
come tiny bubbles in the vast ocean of the universe, un-
noticed and uncared for by the masses of humanity.

The inner being is a divine connection. May God be 
with us all: wealthy, homeless, good, bad, failing, success-
ful. This is our hope and this is our destination.

The Evolution of Sprituality

Courtesy of Cuito Cuanavale
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Numerous Americans toe the line between home-
lessness and shelter every day. In our current 
economy, even one unfortunate event can cause 

someone’s life to be changed for the worst—forever. So if 
homeless people can “barely take care of themselves,” as 
the common perception seems to maintain, why would, 
or should, they have pets? The answer is simple. Pets, 
specifically dogs and cats, provide a higher level of sup-
port for their owners than a friend or companion. Pets 
provide new light at the end of a lonely tunnel, serving 
as a source of happiness and love both for and from their 
owners. They require responsibility to maintain, which 
gives the homeless an opportunity to generate a strong 
emotional bond between person and man’s best friend—
regardless of the owner’s income.

Find these descriptions hard to believe? Consider this: 
hundreds of thousands of displaced people own pets. In 
fact, 5-10% of the U.S.’s total 3.5 million homeless indi-
viduals own pets. And far from disparaging this trend, 
many actually advocate homeless ownership of pets as 
an opportunity to care for homeless animals. The loyal 
companionship of a cat or dog provides not only poten-
tial protection from the dangers of the street, but also an 
opportunity to restore normal qualities of life through 
companionship. In short, it offers a window into reality.

And contrary to popular belief, many homeless peo-
ple display a high level of sacrifice for their pets, even 
giving up food and shelter for their animal’s comfort. 
This is support that the animal might not receive any-
where else—and often, support for which homeless 
individuals are willing to make major life changes. 
Many shelters and residencies require pets to stay off 
their property; therefore, homeless pet owners often 
must choose between a roof over their head and pro-

tecting their pet. Many choose the comfort and sup-
port of their pets. This generally has not convinced 
housing owners to bend the rules, but it certainly ex-
emplifies going the extra mile for a companion—the 
opposite of laziness.

However, the question remains: how can the home-
less community take sufficient care of its pets with-
out external support or income? It’s difficult. Medical 
protection is costly, so doctor’s visits for both home-
less people and homeless animals are sparse. Some 
homeless individuals utilize panhandling as their 
main source of income, and split wages to buy food 
for themselves and 
their pets. Vaccina-
tions and medica-
tion for pets may 
be out of reach for 
many not because 
of high costs, but 
because the owner 
is likely to become 
ill. In actuality, it is 
normal for a homeless person to refuse outside assis-
tance for their pets because they believe the “aider” 
will lie about his or her intentions, and instead of tak-
ing their pet to the veterinarian, the outsider will nev-
er return. Correspondingly, walking remains the main 
mode of transportation for most homeless people, 
making it difficult to travel to a veterinarian located 
farther away than walking distance.

But despite these obstacles, many homeless individu-
als still independently provide good care for their pets. 
And whether one is homeless or sheltered, pet owner-
ship is generally a positive, beneficial experience. For 
the homeless, protecting and caring for a living en-
tity provides new responsibility in an often seemingly 
blank situation, as well as a potentially vital mutually 

compassionate relationship. Given these clear advan-
tages, institutions, not homeless pet owners, ought to  
look into making changes. Funding for homeless pets 
to be spayed, neutered and vaccinated could be invalu-
able in changing the emotional and mental strength of 
the homeless community.

Despite homelessness’ common characterization as 
a hopeless state of being, no condition is truly hope-
less as long as camaraderie is present. The camaraderie 
between man and animal provides both security and 
attention to the animal as well as friendship and love 
to its owner. Thankfully, several organizations have no-

ticed these bonds’ 
strength and are 
already providing 
support. Among 
these groups are 
those that sup-
ply pet food to 
homeless-owned 
animals as well as 
those that treat 

and care for ailing pets. For instance, Pets of the Home-
less, located in Nevada, provides food and resources 
for both homeless individuals and their pets. During 
“National Feeding Pets of the Homeless Week,” Pets of 
the Homeless also provides grants to veterinarians who 
support the homeless populations of Nevada. There is 
not yet a comparable program here in Memphis; how-
ever, there are still several resources available. Memphis 
Pets Alive, a local non-profit, works to save companion 
animals residing in local shelters, and also utilizes some 
funding to provide major necessities for homeless pets. 
The Memphis Animal Shelter also offers a supportive 
location for lost of sick animals, including an imme-
diate adoption alternative where customers can adopt 
needy pets on the spot.

“The loyal companionship and non-judgmental charm 
of a [pet] provides not only potential protection from 
the expected dangers of the street, but also restores 
normal qualities of life through friendship.  
In short, it offers a window into reality.”

BY ERIC DAITER
Staff Writer

FIGHTING TOGETHER
“Man’s best friend” provides link to sheltered world 

Courtesy of Adrian Miles
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It’s been 20 years since Cedric has had a driver’s license.  It’s not that he 
hasn’t driven in all those years. In fact, he has. That’s part of the problem.

The resulting court costs from driving without a license have piled up 
through the years. It’s an amount that Cedric has been unable to pay for 
years.  But because he wants to get to work and to move about in a town with 
inadequate public transportation, it looked like the citations, criminal record 
and fines would continue to build.  And they would continue to be an insur-
mountable barrier between Cedric and a good job.

“I work as a temp in a company where full-time means using a company 
vehicle.  I can’t perform all of my duties, because they can’t get me on their 
insurance and they won’t let me operate a motor vehicle. It hinders me 
from everything.”

It’s become a familiar story at Street Court, an effort led by the Law Offices of 
the Shelby County Public Defender’s Office, in cooperation with the General 
Sessions Criminal Court Clerk’s office and Judge Karen Massey.  Created to 
serve the legal needs for Project Homeless Connect, the first two Street Courts 
helped a total of 60 people seek relief from old court costs and fines. In Sep-
tember, Street Court assisted an unprecedented number of indigent clients 
-- more than 200 people were granted waivers.

“The main thing to remember is that the county would never see this 
money.  These are people unable to pay the fines, often because the fines 
are keeping them from gainful employment,” said Chris Martin, Street 
Court coordinator for the Shelby County Public Defender’s Office. “The 
county would likely spend more resources trying to collect that money. So 
the enforcement of these fines and the limitations these citizens have from 

not being able to drive or find work has a larger economic impact on the 
community than the debt relief itself.”

Shelby County Assistant Public Defender Cathy Anderson Kent volunteered 
her time to Street Court, because she knows that contact with the criminal 
justice system has an impact far beyond time served in jail.   Kent says she 
regularly argues for alternatives to incarceration or reduced jail time in certain 
cases, because taxpayers foot the bill for incarceration and the individual can 
carry the debt of jail fees for life.

“These are people who now cannot get housing, loans and licensing because 
they owe government court costs,” said Kent. “Sometimes, a break like Street 
Court is all it takes so they can move on and do something with their lives.”

Inside Street Court

The first Street Court in November 2012 resulted in fee waivers for 20 people. 
The second Street Court in February of this year doubled that amount. A third 
was held in March of 2013 with the University of Memphis Cecil C. Hum-
phreys School of Law Alternative Spring Break. That event helped 75 people.

The most recent Street Court outpaced all expectations, providing relief for 
202 people.

This fast-paced streamlining of the justice system to clear the docket quickly 
is an unprecedented effort in Shelby County. It’s made possible by dozens of 
volunteers. In mid-September, staff from the public defender’s office orga-
nized a free clinic offering legal consultations to hundreds of people at Project 
Homeless Connect in the Cook Convention Center.

The clinic was made possible by volunteers from the Memphis Bar Associa-
tion, Memphis Area Legal Services, Tennessee Association of Criminal De-
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BY LURENE KELLEY
Special Assistant for the Law Office of the Shelby County Public Defender

HUNDREDS

SHELBY COUNTY
‘STREET COURT’ 
relieves debt burden for



fense Lawyers, and the University of Memphis Public Action Law Society.
The following week saw hearings on motions to waive costs and fines for 

each client at the Criminal Justice Center.  A team of legal professionals vol-
unteered their time to prepare thousands of cost waivers and sworn state-
ments of low-income status.  Private attorney, Ruchee Patel, even helped the 
team design a new automated intake system. Then for two solid afternoons, 
clients appeared before Judge Karen Massey accompanied by attorneys from 
the public defender’s office.

Dozens of people left the courtroom, newly freed from debt and hopeful 
that this could mean a new chapter.

Debt Forgiveness:  Two Success Stories

Janice Taylor is keenly aware of the debilitating effects of accumulated 
court costs. Taylor is the Director of Operations for Baptist Hospital’s Out-
reach for the Homeless.  Her mobile health unit has been at every Project 
Homeless Connect, and she is witness to how the right kind of help can set 
good things in motion.

Taylor says she knows of at least two mobile health unit patients who vis-
ited Street Court at Project Homeless Connect last year and are now off the 
street.  Both men had significant debt from court costs and fines.  Both men 
could not regain their driver’s licenses because of the outstanding debts.  With-
out licenses, one man could not get work and the second man, who owned a 
construction company, could not renew his construction license.

After their fees were forgiven at the last Street Court, both men were eli-
gible to have their driver’s licenses reinstated.  Taylor says the first now has 
two jobs and, with the help of a relative, is in his own home. The second has 

regained his construction license and his company.
“It’s been a wonderful thing to be a part of Project Homeless Connect and 

to have legal help here. We are providing all of these services under one roof 
to help and assist the homeless people in our community,” said Taylor.  “It 
can help people get their lives back.”

Kirsten Townsend is a legal secretary with the public defender’s of-
fice.   While volunteering with Project Homeless Connect, she heard the 
story of the two men who were able to get work and homes, largely because 
of Street Court.  For Townsend, it validated everything about why she has 
worked for the public defender’s office for more than two decades.

“It made me feel proud and I want to make sure everyone knows they are 
making differences in peoples’ lives,” said Townsend. “It can change lives 
totally around... and it touches your own life.”

After Street Court

Cedric, the client who hasn’t had his driver’s license since the early 90’s, 
knows that he could not actually get his license reinstated through Street 
Court.  He understands he must still go through the Department of Safety 
for that.  

What it means is court fees that had kept him ineligible for reinstatement 
are now gone.

The rest is of this story is up to him.
“If I can get my license now, I can move forward in my job,” said Cedric. 

“It’s a big step up even for me to get a license, because then I can move about 
freely without always being worried about being pulled over. This is a big 
day for me.” 
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Mila Shaw is not the image of homeless, 
and she knows it. “For me, it’s actually a 
problem. When I ask people for help they 

say, ‘You don’t look homeless!’” says Shaw. Leaving 
Sunday service at the Temple of Deliverance, Shaw 
is dressed in her Sunday best. She drives to our in-
terview. But Shaw’s car is not just a means of trans-
portation. It is her home.

Her back seat is filled with bags, clothing, and the 
varying accoutrements of life that would normally 
be distributed across closets, nightstand tables, and 
living rooms. Shaw has been struggling with home-
lessness since 2007, but she sees it as just another 
test. She’s determined not to miss the lesson. “God 
only gives you what you can handle,” says Shaw with 
conviction. “And if you don’t pass the test he’s laid 
out for you then you have to take it again!”

Shaw’s lifelong religious convictions have guided 
her in all her struggles throughout the years, and 
they continue to as she struggles with homelessness. 
Shaw frequently refers to Biblical precedent, and of-
fers a few to explain her present situation.

First, she compares her homelessness to the sto-
ry of the Israelites wandering in the desert. “Even 
though their journey could have been completed 
in just eleven days, they wandered for forty years 
because they murmured and complained. I’m not 
complaining, because I know that there are lots of 
people who are worse off than I am.” Here Shaw ex-
plains her good luck: she still has a car, she says, and 
when she reflects on the men and women she’s met 
who struggle with addiction, are forced into pros-
titution, or are mired in the legal system, she feels 
grateful. She again stresses that for her, all of life’s 
trials are but a test of faith.

“Do you know the story of the three Hebrew boys?” 
she asks. “Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego re-
fused to stop worshiping the Lord, and so the king 
cast them into the fiery furnace. But miraculously, 
they were not hurt. Rather, their executioners were 
burned up. And so, the king—in awe—promoted the 
three boys after their ordeal. That is the Lord’s way. 
Only after you’ve borne your cross will you be raised 
up!” Shaw has faith that her problems will pass in this 
lifetime, and that she will see worldly success. “Plenty 
of people have gone on to be successful after being 
homeless. Billy Ray Cyrus and Tyler Perry were both 
homeless for a time.”

Shaw next describes her struggle with carpal tun-
nel syndrome, brought on by her work for the United 
States Postal Service in the ’80s. At the time, carpal 
tunnel was not widely recognized. Fired when one 
of her checks to the hospital bounced, Shaw contin-
ued to pursue legal recognition for her condition and 
restitution for her medical bills. According to Shaw, 
years later her case was adjudicated and the United 
States Postal Service was found at fault. However, she 
says the ruling has never been enforced.

Shaw shrugs when explaining her earlier troubles. 
“If He doesn’t bring you through anything, than you 
won’t have a testimony,” she says. Shaw doesn’t even 
necessarily see her homelessness as her darkest hour. 
That distinction goes to one particular day, during 
Shaw’s bout in prison.  “The chaplain called me into 
her office one day,” she says, “and had my ex-husband 
on the phone. He told me that our son—He told me 
that Kevin had died.” Even so many years later, Shaw 
fights back her tears.

After Kevin’s death, Shaw was able to get a two 
week furlough from prison which allowed her to 
take care of funeral plans and begin grieving with 
her family. In that trial, just as in all others, Shaw 
relied on her faith. “Kevin was 27 years old, and I 
was blessed to have those years with him,” she says. 
“In the funeral home with him, there was a mother 
burying her five month old baby.”

Shaw’s struggle with homelessness began a couple 
years after her release from prison in 2003. Howev-
er, even in this she has found a reason to be thank-
ful. “I have been able to share the gospel with people 
that I never would have met if I weren’t homeless,” 
says Shaw.

Shaw stressed that years of homelessness have 
given her insight into one of Memphis’ chief social 
injustices. Shaw pulled no punches in her critique 
of homelessness in our city. “You have a church on 
almost every corner of this city and countless non-
profit organizations supposedly helping the home-
less, but in the end the Sunday donations and fed-
eral funds never make it to the homeless!”

Shaw continued, “The shelter is filthy, programs 
that are supposed to help the homeless discrimi-
nate on who they choose, and the churches—
even my church where I’ve been a member for 
25 years—won’t help. I’ve been helped more by 
members at my church than by my pastor and the 
church itself !”

She offered a theory to solve this Memphis 
problem. “If every congregation adopted just 
three homeless people, you wouldn’t have a 
homelessness problem in this city.” Shaw also laid 
out challenges to the prison system and the judi-
cial reliance on plea bargains, but she above all 
challenged popular religiosity. “Being a Christian 
means more than just going to church on Sunday. 
Jesus cursed the fig tree because it wouldn’t bear 
fruit, and a lot of people who sit in church every 
Sunday aren’t bearing fruit either.”

Ultimately Shaw explained that her faith guides 
her, motivates her, and consoles her. “Lots of peo-
ple in bad situations think, ‘Why me?’ But for me, 
my faith tells me that the true question is ‘Why 
not me?’ Everybody faces challenges in life and 
this is just one of mine.”

“Just because I’m homeless doesn’t mean I’m 
hopeless. People need to care about those who are 
struggling in their own community. The Bible tells 
us that charity starts at home. And every person 
has to get right with God and with themselves. 
I’m a person of faith and always have been. I want 
to always be able to look in the mirror and love 
who I see. If no one else understands, it’s okay!”

JUST ANOTHER TEST FROM GOD
Mila Shaw leans on faith in times of trouble

Courtesy of Daniel Bamrick

BY DANIEL BAMRICK
Staff Writer
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Dear Mama
BY THADDEUS “THEDDY” WILKES
Homeless Contributing Writer

Life without you hasn’t been easy at all.
Th e world without you seems so small.
Even the the family seems to shrink.
Some fi nd themselves speaking before they even think.

I wish I’d left  here before you did.
Th ings and life were so much simpler when I was a kid

Cause I had you to hang onto.
Now my life seems so empty and blue.
I miss your voice and I miss your smile,
the one that assured me everything would be alright for a while.

I remember the fi rst day of school; when you left  I was so full of fright,
but at the end of the day when I jumped into your arms, I knew everything 
would be alright
and I slept real good that night.

You helped me overcome a lot of my fears,
which is why it is so hard not hearing your voice in my ears.

I know you would stand by me and tell me to be strong,
but it’s hard going through life all alone.

It sometimes led to drinking and I do know that was wrong.
I want you to know,
I’ve idolized a lot of people behind God,
but you will always be my hero.

By the way, I have a godson now.
Being around him brings me joy,
and takes me back in time when I was your boy.
His name is Jay,
and we go back a long way.
Th ey say he looks like me;
I don’t know about that,
but he’s one of my heroes and that’s a fact.

He supposed to graduate in 2 years,
I told him both you and I will be there
and will try to hold back the tears.

So long, mama.
I’ll write you again soon
and tell them to make room
cause I’ll be up there with you real soon.

Your loving son,

Th eddy

Begging
BY TONI W
Formely Homeless Contribut-
ing Writer

Do You Ask People
For things, How Many 
times Do you BEG
How many times
Do you BEG HOW 
Many many times
Do you BEG All 
the time. KEPT On 
Asking And Begging
And don’t ask your
Friends Because 
they won’t be there
Because of your 
Begging And you
Want see them 
If they see you 
First Because of 
Your ASKING and
Begging KEEP ON
Begging and SEE.

Voices from the Street

Courtesy of Karem Tepani
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Sideways Media is a Memphis, 
Tennessee-based web 

development company that 
specializes in AFFORDABLE Web, 
SEO, social media and strategic 
online marketing services. We 

assist clients in the development 
of websites that are the hub of 

your marketing efforts, both 
online and offline.  Every 

organization is unique, but after 
nearly 12 years of web 

development, we have learned 
that there are some common 

needs that require web solutions 
that are integrated, proven, and 

effective for your business.  

Please visit 
http://www.sidewaysphotos.com 

to find out more.

Thank you, Earle

Courtesy of PT Bob

PT Bob spotlights “More Than a Meal” founder

Greetings, fellow Memphians and visitors. 
My name is Bob Clyburn, a.k.a. Ponytail 
Bob. I am a native Memphian, and I have a 

lot to say about homelessness, nonprofit providers, 
hunger, and feeding programs in our great city.
I intend to offer opinions that I hope you will find 

informative, possibly educational, provocative, 
and, I dare say, scandalous (A good exposé on a 
government scandal always gets them talking)! My 
hope is that we can stimulate discussions and de-
bates on these issues and the best way to address 
them. 
This month, I want to pay tribute to one of those 

that do that hard, and sometimes dirty, work to 
help provide meals and services to those in need. 
We would like to give thanks and recognition to 
those among us who have worked tirelessly to help. 
These individuals are not paid employees of non-
profits. They are not inmates on loan from SCDC 
facilities. These people are there because they truly 
want to help and have come to like the feeling of 
being part of something bigger than themselves.

Take Earle Donelson. He grew up at Idlewild 
Presbyterian Church. When the church decided to 
find ways to reach out to the people who are home-
less and poor in Memphis, Earle and others began 
the “More Than a Meal” program. The goal of this 
weekly Thursday evening meal is to welcome peo-
ple to the church. The “More” in the name is all 
about relationships and belonging, not just eating.
Earle continues to be a mainstay at “More Than a 

Meal” at both Idlewild and at Grace St. Luke’s Epis-
copal on Sunday afternoons. Earle can always be 
found visiting with guests, praying the prayers of 
the people, or washing the dishes. It has been said 
that Earle has a servant’s hand, counselor’s ears, 
and a faithful heart. That makes a big difference in 
the world!
Earle received his Ph.D. in Psychology from Kent 

State University. He also has a Master’s Degree in 
Psychology and a B.A. in Special Education and 
English from the University of Northern Colora-
do. Earle works as a counselor at Samaritan Coun-
seling at 35 S Auburndale here in Memphis.
Thanks Earle for all that you do! The spotlight is 

on you.

BY PT BOB
Formerly Homeless Contributing Writer



As a current freshman student, I still clearly 
remember the reactions I got after telling 
people I was going to attend Rhodes Col-

lege.  People would ask “Isn’t that in Memphis?”, and 
I would nod in confirmation. At that point, I would 
usually get a concerned look and the warning: “be 
careful there.” Being somewhat naive and innocent, 
I would ask “Why?”, simultaneously intrigued and 
worried. Most would simply shrug and reply saying, 
“You know how Memphis is.”  Perplexed, I would 
nervously abandon the conversation, wondering 
why so many people assumed Memphis to be this 
way. Was my college in a more dangerous city than 
those of my peers, such as Chicago, Boston, or New 
York? Upon further investigation, I found that most 
were referring to the large homeless population in 
Memphis, a group of people for whom I was sup-
posed to “watch out”. This discovery left me rath-
er upset about the stereotypical implications sur-
rounding these assumptions held by those around 
me. However, sitting down with Rhodes students 
Aubrey Kearney and Stephanie Kasper, I found that 
a group of Rhodes students in conjunction with the 
Kinney Area of Hunger and Homelessness are labor-
ing to combat this very attitude toward the homeless 
population in Memphis.

Talking to Aubrey and Stephanie about their work 
with the Kinney Area of Hunger and Homelessness, 
I was taken aback by the passion in their eyes. As 
we conversed about their work, a common denomi-
nator became apparent: the great potential for the 
Rhodes education to be harnessed to help the home-
less population.

“Rhodes students have so many resources, skills, 
and abilities,” Kearney says, “and my interaction 
with the homeless population shows that these re-

sources are best used to benefit this group of people. 
Part of our job is getting Rhodes kids to be more 
comfortable working with homeless people,” adds 
Kasper. In other words, the first step of the Kinney 
Area of Hunger and Homelessness team is to make 
sure that Rhodes students realize that, though ini-
tially it may be uncomfortable to work with home-
less individuals, the only way to make a difference 
in the lives of these people is to take the plunge. “We 
try to dispel myths and overcome discomfort,” says 
Kearney. “We want to get [Rhodes students] moti-
vated. It isn’t easy to get into immediately,” Kasper 
admits, “but I think we may get even more out of the 
experience than [homeless individuals] do.”

Newly enlightened and intrigued by this issue to 
which I had never before given much thought, I 
asked Aubrey what Rhodes students could do once 
interested by this subject. Aubrey and Stephanie’s 
eyes lit up as we discussed the team’s upcoming role 
working with the Memphis Emergency Housing 
Hotline. The Hotline provides homeless individuals 
and families seeking emergency shelter and directs 
them to the most appropriate housing resource. 
Through this program, Rhodes students are given 
the opportunity to work hand-in-hand with the Ho-
tline answering phones, allowing the students to di-
rectly help homeless individuals find shelter and the 
appropriate accommodations based upon their spe-
cific needs. “This is a great opportunity to be direct 
resources to others,” exclaims Kearney, “and it is a 
one that not a lot of people are afforded.”  According 
to Kearney and Kasper, every night during October 
and all day during the weekends, student volun-
teers will be answering phone calls from homeless 
individuals who are in need of a place to stay. In 
addition, the team will resume their role the entire 
month of February, though they are still in need of 
some volunteers. “Usually this service is run by ser-
vice providers at night” states Kearney “but we get 

to build relationships with people we wouldn’t get to 
otherwise.” Anna Claunch, who recently worked for 
the Hotline, commented on her experience: “I was 
a nervous wreck beforehand,” she states. However, 
Anna made sure to assert that her experience was 
a positive one. “My favorite part about doing the 
hotline was the feeling of accomplishment I experi-
enced after I hung up the phone, knowing that I just 
helped a family find shelter for the night.” She fur-
ther explained that her experience taught her a lot, 
not only about herself, but also about the homeless 
population. In addition to the Hotline, Awareness 
Week is coming up in November and events will 
be held the week before Thanksgiving, November 
18th-21st. Further information will be provided as 
the team works to finalize the activities and details 
of the week itself.

My discussion with Aubrey and Stephanie left me 
thinking about my role as a Rhodes student and 
the obligation I have towards the homeless popu-
lation, and something that Aubrey said struck me: 
“Interacting with this population has told me a lot 
about what I owe to the rest of humanity.” Aubrey 
and Stephanie, ordinary Rhodes students with mis-
sion to help others, have made an impact on many 
lives, and are on a mission to help many more. As I 
reflected upon their statements, I started wonder-
ing what it is that I owe to humanity myself. Even 
as a freshman college student, I find myself becom-
ing comfortable within the gates around my school 
and often need to be reminded that there is a large 
world outside of Rhodes. This is a world that needs 
us, simple students, to overcome our discomforts 
and take a risk. If we do this, I bet that we would 
soon find that with discomfort comes the chance of 
an even more rewarding experience; changing the 
life of another.  Just ask Aubrey or Stephanie—they 
won’t be afraid to tell you how it works. 
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Answering the Call

BY KATIE BUTLER
Staff Writer

 Inside the Kinney Area of Hunger and Homelessness

Unknown Photograph



Bridges span the spaces that divide communities. 
In doing so, they resolve the tension and fear of 
mutual alienation. Much space in The Bridge has 

been devoted to bridging the gap between the homeless 
and the sheltered, a division that permeates the Mem-
phis landscape. But what other boundaries exist among 
Memphians?

The socioeconomic divide between the homeless and 
the rest of us is perhaps the most striking economic 
distinction. What could be more glaring than seeing a 
fellow citizen—a neighbor—asleep on the sidewalk as 
you drive home to your bed? However, similarly con-
sequential separation also exists between the poor and 
the middle class as well as between the middle class 
and the wealthy. This division often manifests itself 
geographically: the world of a 38139 resident attending 
Houston High School or Saint Benedict exists almost 
entirely independently of a 38107 resident attending 
North Side High School. 

Still, socioeconomic class is not the only distinction 
dividing our city. Although their styles of worship and 
belief systems do differ, the Christian denominations in 
Memphis form the religious majority. But what of the 
community’s religious minorities? How many Chris-
tian citizens have experienced the sights and sounds 
of worship as practiced by Memphis’s Muslim, Jewish, 
Hindu, Buddhist, and Baha’i congregations? 

Listen to the many languages present in religious ser-
vices each week. This is still another distinction. Most 
Memphians speak English at home, but the percent-
age who do not is substantial and growing. Drive down 
Cleveland or Summer and there are a plethora of signs 
in Spanish, Vietnamese, and Arabic. This linguistic di-
versity has long been a hallmark of urban life, but sadly 
the recent trend has favored trumpeting the virtues of 
linguistic homogeneity rather than encouraging a mul-
tilingual society. Here too, there is a desperate need for 
communities to reach out. ¡Necesitamos un puente!

Of course, all these divisions are most likely second-
ary or tertiary concerns in the mind of Memphians. The 
primary division with which we struggle is race. We all 
know where this line between “black” and “white” be-
comes most rigid. We see everyday how race correlates 
to class, education, religion, and even dialect. It often 
feels that everything there is to say about race in Mem-
phis has already been said, despite the fact that we’re 
not so sure that anyone listened.

In a few years, our city will mark several important 
milestones. 2016 will mark the 25th anniversary of Dr. 
W. W. Herenton’s election as the first African-Ameri-
can Mayor of Memphis. Soon after, we will again gath-
er outside the balcony of the Lorraine Motel to mourn 
and celebrate the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, 
Jr. In 2018, that solemn vigil will mark fifty years since 
the tragedy on April 4th, 1968. And then in 2019, our 
city will mark the 200th anniversary of its founding by 
John Overton, James Winchester, and President An-
drew Jackson.

What were the achievements of Mayor Herenton? 
How much further to Dr. King’s Promised Land? And 
what meaning is to be derived from the 1819 business 
venture of three wealthy, slave-owning men who lived 
and died in Nashville? The opportunity for our city to 
face these questions is an exciting moment for resolv-
ing differences and building bridges by seeking to un-
derstand the meaning of our past.

What happened to the economic strength of neigh-
borhoods that are now depressed? How is it that our 
city is watched over by the marble gaze of Nathan Bed-
ford Forrest and Jefferson Davis, yet we have no public 
monuments to atone for our role as a terminus in the 
slave trade? And likewise, why is there no memorial 
for that other “colored man”—the Native American—
who was marched by order of Andrew Jackson through 
what is now Overton Park on the Trail of Tears?

Happily, history and its complexities are only one 
forum for bridging communities in Memphis. Every 
day, Memphians from different communities encoun-

ter each other on university campuses, in music venues, 
and at sporting events. Unfortunately, these arenas of 
community interaction are underutilized and funda-
mentally circumscribed. If we truly wish to bridge that 
which divides us, we have to make the conscious effort.

In Memphis, our work is laid out for us. Our divi-
sions are ample and have persisted for a great many 
years. They will not simply dissipate with the ebbing of 
time, nor will we suddenly outgrow them by virtue of 
a change in leadership. We must act everyday and on 
every level to make a difference.

Already, we have an advantage over other cities. 
New York, London, and Paris can lecture the rest of 
the world on harmony in diversity not because they’ve 
achieved it to any greater degree, but because the reigns 
of control are firmly in the hands of the same group 
which first asserted dominance many centuries ago. 
Memphis, Mexico City, Rio de Janeiro, Accra, Maputo, 
Chennai, Jakarta, and Manila are different. In our cities 
there is an honest struggle to live together in peace and 
share authority in government.

And if you’re looking for improvement, it’s out 
there: globalization has engendered a true respect for 
differences in culture. Local movements have brought 
perspective to political debates which at the federal 
level seem intractable, but can reach swift and sat-
isfactory compromise in the individual metropolis. 
And most importantly, the shared values of peace, 
individual dignity, and environmental sustainability 
have surpassed archaic emphasis on division by race, 
ideology, and class.

Our challenges are great, Memphis. But the spirit 
of our people is greater. We have a proud place on the 
world stage, and can lead by example on this challenge 
of division. Let each day be an opportunity in our own 
lives to defy the social barriers between our communi-
ties. Seek out friendship across the divide and enrich 
our city by developing new connections.

In the end, Bridges are not a thing of Nature, but 
rather an effort of Man. Let’s build some.

In pursuit of a unified Memphis

BY DANIEL BAMRICK
Staff Writer

Courtesy of Aleksy Talipov

NO ENEMY
WITHIN
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Since its founding in 1819, Memphis has evolved 
from humble beginnings to a city worthy of nation-
al attention. Originally controlled by the Chickasaw 

Indians, the city eventually fell under the domain of the 
Spanish army before U.S. soldiers took control of the ter-
ritory. From there, Andrew Jackson, James Winchester, 
and John Overton established, on 5,000 acres of land, 
what we now call Memphis.

Given its location midway between New Orleans and 
St. Louis on the Mississippi River. Memphis became 
both a gateway for western expansion and a center of 
transportation and distribution in the Mid-South. From 
there, its industries boomed. Before long, the city pos-
sessed the largest cotton warehouses in the world, the 
largest hardwood market in the country, the second larg-
est pharmaceutical market in the country, and the third-
largest grocery market in the country. It also became the 
largest producer of cottonseed products in the world. 

Following World War II, Memphis and other cities 
across the U.S. experienced incredible growth due to the 
decline of agricultural production and the rise of indus-
try. Today, Memphis’ urban population of 655,155 makes 
it the 20th largest city in the country and the largest in 
Tennessee as of 2012. Home to businesses like FedEx, Au-
toZone, St. Jude Children’s Research Hospital, the Univer-

sity of Tennessee Health Science Center, and more, Mem-
phis has established itself as a nationally competitive city.

The course of this development, however, was not 
without its difficulties. Homelessness has been a recur-
rent and perpetuated problem throughout Memphis’ 
history, altering slightly with each decade but remaining 
a consistent and pressing problem.

When the Great Depression broke out in America in the 
1930s, it drastically affected 
the population nationwide, 
resulting in roughly two 
million newly homeless 
Americans. Memphis was 
no exception: more people 
steadily lost their jobs, sav-
ings, and homes. As times 
became more desperate, 
more robberies occurred in 
the city. Competition over 
material goods steadily increased. The homeless popula-
tion in Memphis, as with most American cities, grew not 
only in size, but in desperation. And in the midst of the 
already-dire crisis, the two great Mississippi River floods 
of 1927 and 1937 crippled Memphis even more, flooding 
27,000 square miles. Many were killed, and even more 
were left without homes. NPR estimates that hundreds of 
thousands became utterly dependent on charity organi-
zations like the Red Cross for aid (The government gave 

limited to no assistance). As many as 60,000 refugees 
found their way to Memphis in January and February of 
1937, most coming from severely impacted areas in Ar-
kansas. After the second river flood, homelessness was at 
an all-time high in the city.

An analysis on the history of homelessness in Mem-
phis, or anywhere in the southern U.S., in incomplete 
without discussion of racial factors. It is crucial to note 

the legislative factors that 
have contributed to the 
imbalanced racial dy-
namic in homeless com-
munities. In Tennessee, 
for example, although 80% 
of the state in Caucasian, 
63% of its homeless com-
munity is comprised of 
African-Americans. Why 
these demographic trends? 

With Jim Crow laws dominating the political realm in 
the 1960s, racial segregation became not just a social but 
an institutional fact of life, leaving African-Americans 
with little chance to be hired, get a sufficient education, 
and secure adequate housing for themselves and their 
families. Today, Memphis homelessness continues to be 
distributed along this racial divide.

In the 1980s, homelessness began to reemerge on the 
political stage as a significant social issue. According 
to a 1987 survey, an estimated 7,350 Memphians were 
reported to be homeless. For struggling Americans, 
this decade was particularly dangerous: many Vietnam 
veterans newly returned home struggled to find em-
ployment, often plunging into homelessness as a result. 
Additionally, sufferers of the spreading HIV/AIDS vi-
rus frequently became homeless as a result of their de-
creased employability and economic agency. But prog-
ress was on the way: in 1987, the Stuart McKinney Act 
created a definition for homelessness, legitimizing and 
politicizing an increasingly dire issue. Since then, more 
organizations specifically designed to combat and allevi-
ate homelessness—the National Coalition for the Home-
less, for example—have emerged.

Still, today more Americans suffer from homelessness 
than at any point in history since the Great Depression. 
Over 600,000 individuals nationwide, including 1,800 
individuals on any given day in Memphis, remain un-
sheltered. Locally, organizations like MIFA, the Mid-
town Mental Health Center, the Salvation Army, and 
Case Management Inc. extend resources to the homeless 
community in Memphis. There are also many housing 
and emergency shelter services that offer temporary al-
leviation from the street. Of course, Memphis needs a 
more permanent cure, a focus on not only providing 
temporary housing and resources, but on keeping in-
dividuals housed long enough to facilitate opportuni-
ties for employment—then, stable housing becomes 
an option. Of note is the fact that families are now the 
fastest-growing demographic within the homeless com-
munity—and this may mark a new chapter in Memphis’ 
ever-evolving history. According to Wanda Rushing’s 
Urbanization series, families now account for 40% of 
the homeless population in the United States and nearly 
34% of the homeless population in the South.

Homelessness in Memphis:
A Brief History

“Today more Americans suffer from homeless-
ness than at any point in history since the Great 
Depression. Over 600,000 individuals nation-
wide, including 1,800 individuals on any given 
day in Memphis, remain unsheltered.”

BY HANNAH HALFORD AND CAMILLE SMITH
Staff Writers
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