A Washington Winter’s Tale:
Fear, Hunger, Loathing, Abuse

By Neil Henry
*- \ashington Post Staff Writer
When the sun went down the rats
came out—furry, long-tailed, hunch-
backed rats. They scanipered out of
their nests in the bowels of the Daugh-
‘ters of
building, tiptoeing along hedges and

bushes, ducking in and out of drain- :

age gutters, sniffing for food. %
Ross warned- me- about ‘them. He
sald the rats liked the night. He said
not -to worry, though, ‘because they
were sort.of like people. They Jever
bothered ‘you' as long as you dldnt
bother them.: It was a full house on™
the heating grates of Foggy Bottom
that night, so Ross sent me here to
wthis ..nolsy  grate on C Street
ncross from the DAH colonn:

the. American’ Revolution. -

_The .metal grate was warm and
vacant, but the DAR building rats

liked it too much, sometimes sneaking.
up. to catch spurts-of hot air and nib-

ble on crumbs left behind by bums
who slept here previdusly. The. rats
were loathsome creatures that — ne,

-matter how much I yelled or waved

sticks or threw stones their way —!

réfused to. take no. for an answer.
Fear kept me ‘awake the entire

night, $till, the rats were-a mite more -

. pleasant than the group of Constitu.

tion Hall concertgBers who had swept:
by ‘the .grate in furs and-fancy suits ‘
earlier - in the evening, dropping

_revulslnn ‘and dxsgust ‘my-‘way.

~Ross warned me’ ubout that.as well,.

Mich of. the inspiration for this
_.-assignment,in which I traveled .from. .
‘Baltlmore to Washmgton as a ‘horie-

A mght on the heatmg grates
with Ross,.George, the rats

| and the ntterbugs.

L Eh

less, derelict ‘was ptovlded by: George'

Patis and ‘London” -and “1984.” The
themes_ of these -two bogks—urban




i GRATE, ~FroméA&L;

—_ remarkably eplncldzdﬁn -the. Dls-
trict's heating _grates;” Here, ‘aniong -
the grate dwellers — the philosopher
3klngs of down-and-out Waslungton—
“life and art were one.
5' After-a day and night with George,

willie and Ross in Foggy Bottom — '

{on grates separating thé. State De-
partfnent apd the American Foreign
Servxce Club—I ‘wondered whether
I had endured:a 2¢-hotr Sacratic.
lecture, or taken a trip through hell,
i or both.

. By the end ol thiat stay ljust about~
085"

truth-== wluch1al sometmng aboitt—
Ross, surely, but ale5 atout the effect
sl taneous heat and cold on a-
“man's mind and body. ~
.%o’ introducé Ross, George must be
introduced first. He was a wiry man
who when I meét him was celebrating
*_ hig 68th hirthday with-a bologna sand-
.wich, courtesty of several workers,
{from the Comminity for Creative,
- Non-Violence. Only two weeks ear-
lier, George said, he'd been relebsed -
+from. §t. Elizabeth's Hospital.. Now he
“was huddled_under a beaten leather
..jacket and was sitting in a tiny pool
i of feces and urine with two legs
caught in one Jeg-¥f his purple pants,
. George was naked from the waist
i down' and ‘after finishing the sand-
iwich, he’ struggled to move 10 yards
'to a heating grate on the corner. He
© was quitey tipsy and it took a good
half-hour to negotiate those 10 vards.

Ross, -meanwhile, owned the grate

.in front of the maln entrance to State.
: He sald:he.had lived in and ‘around
“‘there the last 15 yéars. He was in his ~
- 60s and owned several hoxes of can-
=ned foods and‘el_lhe;—wﬁl‘b_h_e ‘push-—
ed around on a dolly

Ross’ trademark was & dark gray
cloche, from which he:removed the
side  brims to make it resemble a’
Sherlock Holmes cap. To, passersby
George, the wiry man up .the block
in the puddle of waste, appesred a
pathetic figure. Not to Ross, though
He knew better.

According to_Ross, George wds a |

. pro who:had the jitterbugs in- George—
town werking .for-him ever.sinte. a
“night last winter when thé cops came
by and found him sprawled on the
frozen cement, caught inert in ro
man's land between two grates.

““I'his one's froze to death,” one cop
said to the other, and the morgue
wagon was called. Rcss that night ‘was
feeling ashamed because 'earlier

_..George had come by and asked to _
share the grate, but Ross had sent him
‘away, as Willie had done from his
grate- on the corner.

The morgue wagon finally came and
took George's body away. But the next
day, who should show up with a bot.
tle .of Ripple but George! He was
:ey’er dead.in the first place, Or was

e

:: “George,” Ross recalled, watchmg
the little man crawl to the grate,
“George got the jitterbugs on his side.
They took him up there to that opera-
ting room and put one of those pas-
siveresistance Telstar listening de-
+vices in the right lobe of his brain,

“Then they injected gas in his veins
and George came around. He. don't
need nobody’s help. He's a'pro.”

. To this-day, Ross sald, the jitterbugs .
LGeargetown keép tabs on George.
1
ting from his right brain Iobe. When-
ever he's feeling alittle oiit 6f whack
they send up some invisible life gas
through the heating.grate to rejuve-
nate him. 4 .

To these men in !!‘oggy Bottom “jit.
terbugs” was a private password that
described the human establishment
that flourished about them. These
Jitterbugs were r for in-

“GRADUALLY, AS DARKNESS APPROACHED, THE HEATING GRATES .
 ALLED, THE MEN CALLED THEM HOLES, THESE GRATES, THE CITY WAS
SPRINKLED WITH THEM. THERE WERE HOLES OUTSIDE THE JUSTICE

~ AND COMMERCE DEPARTMENTS AND OTHER FEDERAL
WNQS AT MUSEUMS SUCH AS THE CORCORAN GALLERY
OF ART, AROUND JUDICIARY SQUARE; AND OUTSIDE THE -
D.C. POI.ICE DEPARTMENT AND THECOURT OF MILUTARY

- REGISTERED AT 21

MEN, WERE .- . |
HTHAT NIGHT

DEGREES.”

.- ryin’ them.black: cases.” 0
Willle, the thjrd member. iot this ..

... Willie, like Ross, was a phiflos:
sténing to the radio-waves emana.— but hheemed’tmedltxte THUCH mor

P T
warehouse oa -M- Street where 'they
make bodies. Every 43 days a new
Jody walks -outfa
That :where..they. : fixed.George:t- -

Every now ‘and ‘then one ‘of those
manufactured bodies came* by and
droppéd a nickel or two on-the side.
walk, then picked up and analyzed
stool - specimens off. the heating
grates, That was Ros¥' reality, a world
filled with such scientific terms as
Telstar, microwave, cruise bomber, *
homing device, tra.nslstor, computer
and electroshock

“Hell, boy, I seen itf’ Twenty years
I been round heté'n looking at this
buildin't Peoples comes from' all- over
the world—hell, Asia, India, Paris,
Honalula—they comes right through

" this here'ndoor to see the jitterbugs, -

“then they come outta that door car-

Foggy Bottom trio, was white, though
you couldn't tell by looking at him,
His hair hung all the way, down.his.

back in thick matted strands-of gray-.

ish, blackish brown -that resembled
unraveled lengths of old rope. His'red
face and hands. were blanketed by a
film of oily soil. His clothes awere
jeans, a ripped hunting jackét.and
" Adidas tennis-shoes. .- 1. .-

than his counterpart,”“My_brother,’"
he said to me, reclining on his grate
aud sipping watel from a plastic Jug
“My brother.”
“What about- your brother, Willie?"
“Blood brother.”

He left this reference dangling in .

the musty, foul .air for five, minutes
or so before he sat ip abruptly and

ternal - combustion - engines, hypo-
dermic needles ‘and millions of other
ub\qultous technologxcal marvels that"
seemed to define and rule human life.
Technology, from _the: vantage of
* &-heating-grats; was 3n " amazing an
very awesome thing,
“They clones babies, they puts one
- man's heart into t'other, they sends
out these electronic microwave hoxes
on boostér rocket ships to look for
_ Jesus out in space. Hell, they got, this

ed, “He works up there you
know,"

“The State Department""

“Yeah, all around, you know_how.
that s rlg,ht'i I"'ritéan; " JeSus

“You know Vance“’“
“Yeah"
“He's my bruther the head cheese,
So's Carter, Both of'em just jitter:

" bugs, that’s 'all they arve, Look,’ he
. said, nodding toward a man enter‘mg a

that. :warehouse: .

- Corcorart Gallery. of, Art-and around
) C.

““FEAR KEPT ME. AWAKE THE ENTIRE NIGHT. -
"STILL, THE RATS WERE A MITE PLEASANTER

THAN THE GROUP OF CONSTITUTION HALL
‘CONCERTGOERS WHO SWEPT BY THE GRATE
IN FURS AND FANCY SUITS EARLIER IN THE
EVENING DROPPING REVUI.SION AND DISGUST _

MY WAY.

black llmousme outside the State De-
.partment. “Look, there he is.”

“Vance?”
*. “No. My brother He works there,
:+ you know. Here, turn, this way. All
rlght"" Willie asked. “The bus is

coming, 'lum around or i’ ll take the
heat away.”

Gradually, as 'darkness approached,
the. heating grates = fllted: . The ‘'men
called them holes, these grates. The
‘city ‘was spirinkled with them., There
were .holes outside the Justice’ and
Commerce departments and other fed-
eral buildings, ‘museums -such as, the

Military Appeals. The holes for these
men, were oases from the cold which

* ‘that nighit registered 21 degrees..

Ross asked me to leave. Other men
didn’t mind terfribly sharing holes, but

Ross was a loner. He wanted the-extra

room on his grate for his dolly to keep
warm, i . i
“Go down to 'tHe Daughtérs” he
said.” “The Daughteis.got one, prob-
ably empty,. too, There's more rats
‘round there, but they don't hother

_..you. Only thing you got to.worry ‘hout -

-isthe jitterbugs Tl\ey oes to hear
~music-at-night/te--

Ross walked mé down to’ the DAR
huilding, checking.garbage cans along

. the sidewalk, thén tipped his Sherlock

Holmes cap

sputniks,”

way, “if the radlo's turned off» *"
Ross and Willies reality. madesense

“You can't hear the

. heat—was comfortable only to a poln

he said, continuing, on his’

to anycne wl\o spent an extended
period on a heatlhg grafe in Washing-
“ton. Simultaneous, heat, cold, hunger
and dehydration does somelhing~to
you. Throughoyt that-night I felt &
i dizzying high—not blissful, not sad-—
lsxmply catatonic. T -felt: mummlhed
“Anything anyone could:: have said
-would have made perfect sense.

A wind kicked up that: night, blow-
ing heat away from the grate for sec-
onds at a time.:One moment I was

“hreathing -warm air, the next moment .

my lungs were filled- with' frost. The
heat—a pungént,  ‘métallic-smelling

like a chicken on'a rotlsserle, to make
‘sure every part of my body received
doses of warmth, ¢ 7

In early evening,, the cars began-
motoring up: C. Street and parking
along the curbs, Rhythm &nd blues

singer Millie Jackson was: performing

that night at Constitution Hall,
building adjacent to the. rats' habntnt
:at .DAR. Time and- again, couples

:7strolling down the street toward the
theater gasped when they came with-

in 10 yards. of my- figure—prone-.on
the sidewalk: They" slghed in rgllef
~ghen they-rioticed T Wik 6" 2~ grafe

.-and thus wasn't a corpse, then crossed
‘neet turmug around occasion:

the
ally to look’ hack and shake thew
heads in pity. - . . R

Most: of thése passershy, reacted to

“me‘with pity, but three or four times

in-the next hour I'was fassled. by hus

the -

bands or boyinends who became an-

. gry, after my presence startled and

'alarmed their, companions,

“Get up off that thlng, gger, Who
‘you think you are, you worthless son
“of a bitch?" barked. ove black man in
-a beret and three:| pzece ‘sult.

“Goddarhn,” - muttéred
stepping - directly over me on the
sidewalk. “He. ain’t gonna do nothin’,
_Janey, come' on, we're late;?, Hes a
bum, Janey. He ain't dead.”

One woman, huwever, stopped “in
the middlé of the street after passing
me, then” turned around and &sked,
“Hey mister? You all right?” as her~
companion tugged her arm and mum-

. bled, “Let’s go. Leave the man alone.”

Later, after the theater emptied and-
the crowd drove off into the night, a
police, car thundered up to the curb
‘beside me."
.man?":the eop asked. “Well, all rlght
Man up thé street warrled sbout ya'
that’s all, 'Ihought your were dead or
gomething.”

The Tats, which intelligently scam-
pered “for 'cover when the concert

crowds approached, came out of their .
_ hideouts to feed One of them next to
a tree behind me came across ahalf-

as -two blocks away, always retugned
empty-mouthed to ‘my grate, Several
:times that night he'tried to sneak up
o tiie grate. T would yell and.slap
a tree limb into- the. pavement to
'scare him away, But each time,.this
‘unfazed, mishegotten creature, his
verminous hide expanding and con-
tracting with heavy breathing, turned
around and tiptoed slowly away.

‘All- night I wondered how Ross,
George and Willie did it.

As the street lamps went ‘out and’

ithe sun -came up the next morning, I
alled..|
that' my senses were mostly para-
Iyzed. I’ couldn’t feel coldness or
warmth and was extremely thirsty,

It dawned on me .then that Willle
always kept .a plastic jug of water

handy, knowing-that grate heat rcb
l;ezl one of body flytds,
I ielt weak - from -hunger and yet

an'otﬁer e

‘off..my. .grate..and discovered.--

Neil Henry,a 26-yeariold Washington
Post Staff writer, spent seven weeks this

began the assignment on Jan. 7, arriving -
"in Baltimore that afternoon without a
penny in his pocket. His journey ended
two months later on the night of March -

7. For a siz-day period. during the mid:
dle of the assignment, Henry came i

. fromn thecold to recuperate Jaid, trans-
seribe his notes. His Tcovér” during his
days down and out.was -that-he’: was- e
struggling writer.” But in his iravels,
onliy pnce was Henry asked abouzf}m
background. This haypened one ight at
ithe” Helping-Up ‘Mission in Baltimore
‘when @ bum noticed Henry scribbling
in a notebook. “Trying £ write a book,
eh?" said the man, smiling, after Hen-
7y gave his story. “Well don’t try sellmg
it to me. I done read 4t already

“You’ gonna., make- it °

“almost superhuman The cold wmd
blew but I couldi’t feel:it, Fortun-
ately my eyes stilf worked, as I dis-
.covered a‘small brown wooden jew-
elry hox open face down on the curb
re “all klnds of

.knocked the box_ outslde @he car as
she was stepplng out.s, -

The jewelry sparkled .a b\t too
brightly to be' real: In’fact, most of it
was fake. I.did find a.gold bracelet,
though, in wWhose: shiny ¢lasp the fig-.
ures “14K” were etched, .

I ventured to 14th Street, ducked
‘instde a pawn ‘shop, and stood in line
behind two D.C: police detecllves who,

-Ewltchedwl‘f' the
amiably told a squinting bald man be- ~
hind the counter that their “govern..:

. ment checks finally came" and that .
they were.in the market for watches
and televisions. We were all doing
what. we could to get by.

e
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