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From Skid Row to the

Simon Community
MARTIN WRIGHT

EVEN TO-DAY, a large number of
homeless men and women derive
little or no benefit from the
Welfare State; what is more, they
are not happy wanderers or beat-
nik philosophers, but live outside
society because they have no
choice. How much choice they had
in their downward path is open
to discussion, but once they reach
the bottom it is almost impossible
to climb out again unaided,

It is difficult to find an
appropriate label that fits them
all—misfits, social casualties?
Bryan Breed, who has written the
most recent book about them!
calls them ‘the men outside”.
They have little in common except
that, after finding themselves in a
situation with which they could not
cope, they have lost all the props,
such as family, friends, status,
belongings, which help most of us
to remain respectable. Often it is
the removal of one main prop,
coupled with personality difficul-
ties, that precipitates the collapse.
With Charlie Smith, described by
Tony Parker in The Unknown
Citizen? the prop had been the
Army. A reception centre worker

describes a vagrant who had bec?
an electrical engineer until h‘:
marriage broke up’. Many #f
disorientated on discharge fro®
prison or menta] hospital. So™
are expatriates and, of coursé

high proportion have found

substitute prop in drink, includiné
crude spirits which, it has be"l';
said, keeps them alive until it kil
them. Life histories of 51 S¥!
Row alcoholics have been ch:
cribed by Edwards and ¢
workers?,

It is difficult to estimate ‘hct
number of “misfits”, There MY
be a considerable number amo?
the 26,884 men and 1,905 wome®
in various types of hostel on tf
night of the survey made by 165
N.AB. (as it then was) in 190
and especially among the 13'5_0
who sleep rough or use reccp“‘”;
centres from time to time’. TP
number which the survey fou“h
sleeping rough on the night of 6t f
December, 1965, was 920 men a0
45 women; the Simon Community”
however, considerss that this !
certainly a considerable un ert
estimate: who can imagine 'tha-
only two men slept rough in Livef
pool, for example, as report
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the Survey, or only six in Glasgow?
whWhy do they stay “outside”,
M ¢n the NAAB. survey showed
at 5,090 beds in hostels were
unoccupied on the night of the
survey? Firstly, of course, the
vacancies are not evenly distributed
gver tl}e country; and any one
a;mel is likely to have vacancies
t Some times, but to be obliged
O turn applicants away at others.
hree hundred and forty out of
p hostels said that they some-
Mes had to turn people away.
¢ Ore important, most hostels limit
te Categories of people whom
SO°Y Will accept—in other words
cl:s]e are barred. Among the
in 15;138 barred from various hostels
me te survey are alcoholics, the
sexr‘l ally handicapped, homo-
dirtua]s' enuretics, epileptics, the
arry’ the lice-infested. Nine hostels
mened Irishmen and two, English-
men; Only 76 out of 444 establish-
Ny S for men said they barred
hadone" One participant observer
With difficulty in being accepted
{thout identification papers’.
achiels is not a criticism of the
. vement of existing hostels.
) Ny were established specifically
Vi due]p a particular type of indi-
evena » Such as ex-prisoners; and
to 1. 2mong these there is a limit
one ehnumber of problems which
urn oste.l can taFkle. Merfyn
Houser' In  planning Norman
attemg' found that “The more
as lon I gave to the negative
Pt of selection for the scheme
:s‘ Prepared for homeless offen-
» the longer grew the list of

unsuitable people’. Even the
Simon Community has been con-
fronted with this problem, as will
be mentioned below.

The reasons why a man does not
go to a hostel (or other welfare
agency), even if he knows he
would be admitted, are more com-
plex. He may simply be ashamed
to present himself in his dirty and
perhaps  drunken condition,
Edwards suggests that, having
reached Skid Row, he has
probably made a new, although
pathological, adjustment to lifed,
and does not want to be helped.
This attitude, which sometimes
seems perverse to the would-be
helper, has been sympathetically
described by Keith-Lucas®, as
being grounded in fear of facing
life outside his familiar though
unpleasant rut, and lack of faith
in his ability to improve or indeed
in the helper’s ability to improve
him.

It should also not be overlooked
that life in a hostel can seem very
empty and lacking in incentive.
In other words, while a man may
fear that a rehabilitative hostel will
make too many demands on him,
a common lodging house will
make too few. The N.A.B. survey
found 17,140 men (64 per cent) in
hostels for over 100 men, of whom
10,095 (37 per cent) were in hostels
for over 300. The Reception
Centre in Camberwell can accom-
modate some 900 men, of whom
an average of 34 per cent have
some history of mental instability,
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20 per cent are alcoholics, a few
arc drug addicts and most of the
rest “casuals”, who do not even
stay long enough for their prob-
lems to be discovered?,
treatment or support is possible
under these conditions? The fact
that a few are re-settled in normal
life reflects credit on the small staff,
but the average common lodging
house is described by Turner? as
offcring no encouragement for the
prasent or hope for the future.

The Simon Community offers
friendship to men and women in
such circumstances, although it
dozs not impose “‘rehabilitation”
on them or attempt to measure its
“success” rate, (It believes, how-
cver, that if a research worker did
80, the results would not be disap-
pointing.) The house in Kentish
Town, London, was the first Simon
house, and was started three years
ago. It is named St. Joseph’s.
Other houses have followed, in
Liverpool, Glasgow and Exeter,
an’ the headquarters, serving also
as training centre and country
retreat, is in  Crundale, near
Canterbury, All are family-sized
houszs, for.a normal maximum of
12 men and women, run by
two or three Simon workers (with
cometimes one or two trainees,
students on attachment, etc.). Two
facts which. distinguish the Simon
Community from most others in
this field are that the workers are
all volunteers, and that, as a

What -

cardinal -principle, there is 1°
limit to the number of times a m'an
will be re-accepted after breakin
down,

St. Joseph’s, the prototyP®
.is a terraced house with six rooms:
_kitchen, shower baths and bas¢”
ment, in a shopping-cum-reSiqe_n'
tial street. It presents an init
impression of confusion, wit
second-hand clothing being stor®
in the hall, for the fund-raisi®®
gift shop a few doors away. Ther®
is one bedroom for women a8
two for elderly or infirm me™
the remaining males sleep in !
lounge, which is also the dinin
room, and there is an office, Wher®
two Simon workers sleep on !

floor. Food consists largely of
vegetables picked up off g;g

ground in Covent Garden, day
bread begged from bakers, £0°
given by local supporters, and §
on. As little as possible is bought-
The Simon Community ha
derived many ideas from the
“houses of hospitality” started ‘by
Dorothy Day in America duri?
the 1930's!, including that ©
conducting its own *‘mission
the misfit” with its own neWSPapcr:
the Simon Star. Among the Om,e'
influences on the Simon way of life
is the Henderson Hospital whef?
the Social Rehabilitation Umi®
which pioneered group therap’
was established in 1947 to attemP

” . o it
“to rehabilitate social casualties !
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%ilnﬂtherapqutic _community. This
me:t?nce is _ewdent in the group
stres"'lgs whlgh all Simon houses
ast s: the daily meetings at break-
o l; at Wthh. the day’s chores,
ch as collecting food, are arran-
ged (if there are no volunteers, the
“::1%1 workers do them); the
Var? Y house meeting, at which
ualosus matters .affecting indivi-
lhrashedor the community are
Worke s out; and the Simon
rkers’ own meetings, .
cu{t\‘t one time, for example, diffi-
1€s were caused at St. Joseph’s
)r,i aksmall number of crude spirit
fkers who had been taken in.
theiin they were ‘‘steamed up”
strainsaggressxveness placed new
alrs On a community which
adY.had to contain a good deal
me‘ttt.insxon. It was at a house
dis;umg that this problem was
ever $sed. The l}ouse decided that
o ? community for misfits had
Sucha cguard tself by excluding
et disruptive influences; no
4 s. bo_ttles could be allowed on
arg ﬁgemxsgs. The meths, drinkers
Wo t rejected, however, one or
nearage allowed the use of a flat
tha t. Joseph’s. and may enter
COmmunity when they are
» and the community makes
COnlz:l;acucal demgnstration of its
Crudem tg)( running a shelter for
ereli Spirit dr{nkers in a near-
% It house in Stepney, where
Periacin find soup, warmth and,
-'lnce,p most important, accept-
mlsoncern is demonstrated in
' ways: “soup runs” are

“dryn
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organised to take soup and sand-
wiches to derelict houses, railway
termini, and other places where the
homeless sleep. A night’s shelter in
the basement is often provided for
up to three men for whom there is
no room in the community, and

casual meals are similarly
provided.
The border line between

caring and cared-for is as unobtru-
sive as is practicable. In idealistic
early days an attempt was made to
disregard it, but this experiment
brought the realization that the
preservation of a permissive family
requires considerable self-disci-
pline: there must be two people in
cach community who are not
misfits (or only slightly). It also
pointed to the need for training
Simon workers.

The majority of the 27 present
Simon workers are in their early
20’s, but a few arc somewhat
older; one or two have experience
of conventional social work. They
normally sign on for six months,
a year or two years of voluntary
service. Soon after arrival they go
to the Community’s headquarters,
a farmhouse in Kent, for a three-
week training course. Here,
through lectures and seminars
conducted by the Director, Anton
Wallich-Clifford, and others, they
learn the Simon philosophy, the
history of the movement, and such
practical  details as keeping
accounts and community records,
recognizing the symptoms of
alcoholism, and techniques of
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conducting group meetings.

For the next three weeks the
course continues with practical
training at St. Joseph’s, and from
here, visits of observation are
arranged to the Henderson Hos-
pital, courts, prisons and other
social agencies. Then, after a spell
of work at St, Joseph’s, the trainee
is likely to be posted to any of the
other communities, or to a new
one being started, Postings are
normally for at least threc months,
to ensure continuity; but such is
the strain of working long hours
in a small community with only
one rest-day per week, that the
principle of continuity has been
modified by introducing a “change
of environment” after every four
weeks, This means a posting for
-one week to one of the other com-
munities, which helps workers to
keep in touch with each others’
ideas, or to the farm, where they
can rest and read and think. Every
three months they have a week’s
holiday.

While in the Community they
receive £1 0s. 0d. per week pocket
money, This is less than the 26s.
6d. which the residents draw from
the M.S.S,, and in times of finan-
cial stringency the Simon workers
have on occasion accepted reduc-
tions or postponements. They, like
the residents, depend on donated
second-hand clothes.

They are required to run the
various Simon houses on the same
lines, with breakfast meetings and
weekly house meetings, doing the
housework themselves when there

are no offers to help, keepité
records and accounts. They a1
maintain contact with the M.S-S~
which pays (by voucher) for many
of the residents, and with th‘;
Companions of Simon, loc3
citizens who help to provide funds
and gifts in kind, and sometime
work part-time in the Community"
The M.S.S., and the Companions
thus provide official backing 2P
part-time voluntary help to SUP°
port the work of the full-tim®
Simon volunteers. The last link 1
the chain is the application of ¢
principle which has been describ
as “the use of the products of &
social problem in coping with th
problem™12, _
The atmosphere is very permi”
sive. Authority has, of course, 4
place in social work, and
ordinary client may by an act ©
will be capable of “making 8"
effort to stand on his own f°°t.u'
But the social misfit cannot; he W!
stay “outside” if such to hiM
impossible, demands are made "
him. His first need is a lof6
draught of care and affection.
degrees he may come to admit th?
he needs help, and to believe th?
he can be helped (thus far he 3%
be concerned only with himse'™
appeals to loyalty or consideratio?
for others would fall on deaf ears’:
But when he finds himself accept®
just as he is, in a community
family, he may also find that h‘:
cares for their opinion of him, th?
he has something to contribut®:
Here the hand-to-mouth level ©
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z’s‘lsttﬁmtf: and extra, activities such
bec ¢ “soup IUI.IS”, are useful,
amouse they entail a considerable
collet?'t of work, especially in the
ot 1on and preparation of food;
. 1 2 man who has done no
cgular work for years will find,
le‘flllaps to his own surprise, that
d ?\? Put in a good eight-hour
] yi' 0 overt.pressure to work is
aﬁf led by Simon workers, nor
Outs;:ilen ur'ged to look for jobs
atts e It 1S accepted that some,
will ba respite in a Simon house,
nar e able to return to an ordi-
o r}; (;ccupatnon; others will come
or alize tha.t they need treatment
cto alcoholism, mental illness,
nee.d. &tlgdrothe'rs again will always
thia kind.we in a community of
orll;:fs p}an is to have specialized

or alcoholics, long-term

residents, and other categories, and
multi-purpose ones for initial
reception. This pattern is in full
harmony with the report of Lady
Reading’s working party on the
place of voluntary service in
after-care’3, and with the stress
placed in the Criminal Justice Bill
1966 on the need to provide an
alternative to imprisonment for
drunks, Indeed, the procession of
“seven-day drunks” at Bow Street
was a major reason for Mr.
Wallich-Clifford’s decision to leave
the Probation Service and found
the Simon Community. His even-
tual aim is a village, on the
analogy of the children’s village or
the village for the mentally handi-
capped, and to judge by the way
his plans of two or three years
ago have taken shape, this does
not seem impossible.
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