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Nomads? The taking of the Green, Part 1
JAMES
WALKER

COMMENTARY
My first thought when I recently walked around the New Haven
Green looking for a place to sit
and eat my lunch was, “Who the
hell do they think they are?”
I was referring to the homeless
who were stretched out everywhere, the benches laden down
with their personal belongings
stuffed in bags as if they had just
been evicted in a hurry.
There wasn’t an available bench
anywhere.
And what was worse, their
body language indicated they
claimed single-occupancy ownership of the benches they were on
as surely as if they rented them
out by the day.
There is no doubt that they
have as much right to the benches
as anyone else — but the reason I
got angry was because it is the
same people who come to the
Green every day and take over
those benches.
They arrive early and they
leave late.
That day, with my lunch growing colder by the minute, I
wished I had a portable blower
that was powerful enough to
produce gale force winds of 100
mph.
I would have strapped it onto
my back and made my way
around the Green blowing those
squatters off the benches.
But that was my initial thought.
My second thought was, “Who
the hell do I think I am?”
It was the juxtaposition of
those two thoughts that I kept in
mind as I spent weeks on the
Green to learn how bad the
homeless situation really is.
But this isn’t a column about
homeless people; enough has been
written about their plight.
Rather, this is a column about
how the rising homeless pop-
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An aerial view from a drone of the New Haven Green.

ulation is costing society a lot —
and it is not just about dollars
and cents.
It is about a way of life that we
are losing.
I think we all know that despite promises, committees, studies, programs and everything else,
the problem of being homeless is
growing worse.
And my weeks spent on the
Green only solidified that opinion
as I watched people who, for all
intents and purposes, are treated
as forms to be filled out, rather
than the human beings they are.
And our inability to deal with
that problem continues to take
away the little things that bring
quality to our lives.
There was a time when places
like the Green were idyllic spaces
to enjoy a quiet afternoon or a
Sunday picnic because of their
serenity.
But not anymore.
Now, they are havens for drugdealing, sanctuaries for the home-

less and asylums for the mentally
ill.
And here in the Elm City, the
mayor’s domain overlooks it all.
I didn’t realize how much people being homeless directly infringed on my life — and the lives
of others — until six weeks ago
when I came to the Green to
write my Sunday column,
“Decision?”
What better way to shake off
the doldrums of a being sequestered by a pandemic than the lure
of blue skies, the smell of fresh
grass with birds chirping overhead and squirrels scampering
around?
My readers know I love to
write outside with the thoughts
and theories of people swirling
around me in the background as I
write about different slices of life.
So I was in a good mood as I
jumped off the No. 238 bus at the
Green, crossed the street to pick
up burgers and fries from a local
restaurant and then headed back
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to the Green to find a bench.
And that is actually when this
column began — and as you read
from the opening paragraph, it
started out in anger.
But many times, anger shields
what should be compassion.
I didn’t know his name or what
had happened to him as he
trudged past me again and again.
But the grimy, soiled clothing,
scraggly hair and lost look in his
downcast eyes told parts of his
story as he roamed in circles
around the Green.
He appeared oblivious to the
heat, walking aimlessly as if the
bags he carried on his back contained the weight of the world.
Some sights at certain times
have a way of gutting me to the
core.
I know what it feels like to
have no tomorrow — or not to
care if it comes — and I couldn’t
help but feel pangs of pity and
guilt for him.
But he was just one of the

people roaming in circles like
nomads around the 16-acre grid
as if they couldn’t find a way out.
As I sat on a bench watching
him with blasts of hot, humid
wind sending waves of fresh
moisture along my hairline, I
started thinking about cupboards.
I know it’s a simple way to
break things down, but I think
you can measure how good a
person’s life is if it comes down to
a matter of cupboards.
Some are stocked with everything you need; some have just
enough in them to get by; others
are always nearly bare.
And then there are those with
no cupboard at all.
Those were the people Clayton
Henderson and volunteers from
the Oasis Hill Seventh Day Adventist Church came to the Green
to help as they spread a tablecloth
across a picnic table.
The volunteers hurriedly pulled
foil off aluminum pans and set
out paper plates and bowls as a
growing line of people down on
their luck waited to be fed.
It is a familiar sight on the
Green, where habitual desperation
speaks volumes about real life in
America.
I don’t know what can be done
but I do know that the constant
day-in, day-out plight of homeless
people wandering around on the
Green is depressing.
And so is not being able to find
a bench to sit on because people
have nowhere else to sleep.
City Hall sits on one side of the
Green. In that building of power,
there should be a motto that
when people have nowhere to go,
that is hurting all of us.
And the churches that line the
opposite side of the Green should
serve as a reminder that “There
but for the grace of God go I.”
Nomads? The taking of the
Green.
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