Critical Reflections


It took until the winter began for the idea for this story to materialise.  Personally, I find being cold increasingly intolerable, if I am too cold, I cannot think straight, so when it starts to turn colder, I especially appreciate my house with its central heating.  Homelessness is a frightening concept.  There is also raised awareness; Crisis letters come through my letterbox at the advent of the goodwill season; I even hear an appeal over a railway tannoid, asking for help for ‘people facing homelessness this Christmas.’  I noted the word order of the appeal, i.e., people first; the condition of homelessness being a possibility for any one of us, not a subclass of society.  Research on the internet furthered my interest and having previously enjoyed Orwell’s ‘Down and Out in Paris and London,’ I knew the topic had the potential to make good reading.  I had just left it a bit late to start which fuelled unhelpful deadline anxiety.
I would, ideally, liked to have conducted more primary research and had conversations with people who were homeless; (I was not prepared to do what my protagonist does and sit in the street myself.)  I went to an underpass where homeless people regularly gather, one of whom helped inspire the character of Chris, in the story, but there was nobody there on that day.  I managed a short meeting with Eddie from Romania outside Sainsbury’s, one bitterly cold December afternoon; language barriers made an in-depth interview impossible, but I did learn that he needed twenty-five pounds for a night hostel in Carmarthen.  Slightly more pricey than the Mission of Hope.  Then, again, was he just a good actor, cashing in on people’s sympathy and the so-called Christmas spirit? 
Secondary research was mostly online.  I watched numerous interviews with men and women from diverse backgrounds, both in this country and in America.  One person held a master’s degree in statistics, and had a high-powered job, until her house flooded; another middle-aged woman in a wheelchair, had not only been raped, but on a separate occasion, had had all her teeth knocked out by the New York Police Department.  Despite these atrocities, she remained philosophical and ‘upbeat’, even optimistic, an attitude common to the majority of the interviewees, which made a deep impression on me as it was totally unexpected.  I would have put the two down as incompatible; surely severe privation has no truck with light-heartedness?  It seemed as if people had risen above despair and embraced positivity as an essential psychological survival tool. 
One website had an image of a futuristic new night shelter, posted by Radio Bristol.  This picture stayed in mind as the narrator’s aspiration in her quest for action.  Indeed, the city in the story could well have been Bristol; big, but provincial, not necessarily London; a generic, urban landscape where comfort is largely dependent upon financial security and where a sizeable homeless population demands public attention. 
Where to find sanctuary in a public space?  The church was, of course, the traditional choice and organized religion still retains a place in modern society with frontline relief such as the Salvation Army soup kitchens and shelters.  I did not want to feature the actual Salvation Army in the story because I have already based a previous assignment round a real faith, so The Ministry of Hope is a fictitious substitute.  In ‘Down and Out in Paris and London’, Orwell encounters the real thing: 
The main hall of the shelter was a great white-washed barn of a place, oppressively clean and bare with no fires…officers in uniform prowled up and down.  On the wall were pictures of General Booth and notices prohibiting cooking, drinking, spitting, swearing, quarrelling and gambling…though the different houses vary a little, this semi-military discipline is the same in all of them…they are too like workhouses…In some of them there is even a compulsory religious service…which the lodgers must attend or leave the house.[footnoteRef:1] [1:   George Orwell, Down And Out In Paris and London, (first published 1933), London, Penguin Books, (1940), pp. 156-7.] 

The Reverend Pitts, however, is clearly a caricature as an anarchic hellfire -raiser; Orwell has one, who ‘thundered steadily through a long sermon on Joshua…threatening hellfire’. Absurdly, The Mission of Hope offers the only public overnight accommodation option for the homeless in a modern city and still charges money.  The narrator knows she needs to experience it for herself, trading her attendance of two sermons for the use of its facilities, thus helping to perpetuate an historic exchange of basic needs for indoctrination.  
Jill’s character is not a caricature so much as a stereotype; she is more of an amalgamation of a few militant ‘wimmin’ I have met, with a predisposition to political confrontation.  As pointed out to me in feedback, both she and the Reverend are bullies the narrator must contend with, in her hours of need.  She, herself, is not unduly bothered, and maintains a professional observance, aware that she does not have to put up with them for long. 
The drunk man and the two security guards are also bullies, (the guards having been drawn from real-life bailiffs.)  The narrator is pragmatic in her responses; there is no mileage in standing up to them.  Endurance, with equanimity, is the only behaviour option open, as consistently demonstrated by the internet interviewees.
The tunnel occupants take the positivity even further with camaraderie and banter.  The narrator has to make the rapid choice to trust these strangers, but it is a woman’s voice she has heard, and this, with its inherent reassurance, affects her decision.  It was the right one to make.  They all, effectively, form a ‘household’, even surrogate family, and share food, drink and song.  These young people represent the ‘good’ in humanity, albeit from the ‘wrong’ side of the tracks, embodying acceptance, education and humour.  No one asks the narrator why she is there, the fact that she is not security personnel is good enough; a direct contrast to interrogation by a society obsessed with information and identity.  All are simply people, taking shelter from the elements.  Chris travels and reads; Alex is a musician; they are friendly and hospitable, offering vital solidarity.  
Tilly and Claudia also help to reaffirm the narrator’s hope for humanity; they, too, are young and unembittered.  They are based on numerous, youthful individuals I have met; upbeat and laid-back.  
However, none of the characters in the story are deeply drawn, including the narrator.  This is intentional.  In an early draft she had a name, but I withdrew that, as she is the feminine literary ‘Everyman’, not as important as an individual as she is an experiment, a survivor in a concrete jungle.  She carries the extra ‘handicap’ of being an older female, for which she needs to find solutions.  Have attitudes to women improved since Orwell’s day?  The rape scene in ‘Down and Out in Paris and London’ is recounted and perpetrated by a ’colourful character’ in Paris, not at all condemned by the author; whether this warrants book-banning in The Women’s Lodge is left to their discussion. 
The goal for the narrator is completing the self-imposed challenge of homelessness for a week; an investigative journalist, prepared to go the extra mile, she has set up the project with a view to shaming the powers-that-be into action as accords a civilised society.   She has a strong social conscience, and for the purposes of the story, no more really needs to be known about her; she is merely an instrument of reform.  
Feedback suggested I make the protagonist more introspective, with further detail as to her own prejudice, and personal development throughout the project; I felt, however, that this would be changing the focus of the narrative and too much like digging up the floor.  I did add a little more self-inquiry as regarding her motives. Her ambition is to achieve her goal of a week on the street; to not give up; if anything, she is quite sportsmanlike.
She times her activism to just before Christmas, a traditional time for giving, but not for nights under the stars.  The weather plays the key role in the story, shaping decisions; she would probably not have gone into the tunnel, for example, especially after her first experience, if she had not been getting drenched.
In ‘The Autobiography of a Super-Tramp,’ W.H.Davies writes in the chapter, ’Rain and Poverty,’ that:
The greatest enemy to the man who has to carry his wardrobe on his back is rain…he does not like the uncomfortable sensation of shivering and not being able to keep warm…No seaman ever searched the heavens for a dark speck, or astronomer, for a new light, as does this homeless man for a sign of rain.[footnoteRef:2]   [2:  William H. Davies, The Autobiography Of A Super - Tramp, Loki’s Publishing, (1908) p.117] 

It is the wind, however, at the start of the story, which drives the narrator to seek shelter and a sudden hailstorm which gets her through the door of The Women’s Lodge.  She spends one night out in sub-zero temperatures, getting very little sleep.  The only sunshine she experiences all week is on the last day and this mirrors her sunny mood on completing the mission.
In addition to keeping warm and dry, she obviously needs food, drink and sleep, use of a toilet and, although not vital, the means to get clean.  Pursuit of physical needs dictates the day when living ‘hand to mouth’; one video I watched during research, a reconstruction of a day in the life of a homeless person, had him snatching a short sleep in an unlocked car.  My narrator takes the bus.  She had a little money.
This composition was not an easy one, for some reason. I have previously compared writing to childbirth and ‘The Week on the Street’ was a difficult conception, pregnancy and neonate.   With the exception of certain passages, such as the market scene, it did not, exactly, flow out of the pen. Perhaps the topic is too remote from personal life experience for it to have deeper layers?  Or, even, so unthinkable an actuality as to go too far down the road to authenticity?
Orwell writes: ‘You have talked so often in going to the dogs – and well, here are the dogs, and you have reached them, and you can stand it.  It takes off a lot of anxiety.’[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Orwell, Down And Out In Paris And London, p.17] 

Homelessness has been with us since Adam and Eve were thrown out of The Garden of Eden, and has even created subculture, with literature, art and music.  The song, ‘The Big Rock Candy Mountain,’ refers to the lifestyle of the American ‘hobo’, who travelled by jumping trains and had a whole new vocabulary to play with; the ‘jungle’ for example, meaning a meeting point at an intersection where tramps would light a fire and sit together.   The poet, quoted in the story, William. H. Davies, travelled to The United States, in order to realise that lifestyle for himself.
Homelessness is ‘the big issue’ facing the development of our cities; despite there now being social security, it is still very much alive, if not so well, especially in a time of pandemic.  At least in statute, we have moved on from the workhouse, and whipping vagrants out of the parish, but reality remains cold and hard for those who find themselves on the street.  Public attitude swings from sympathy to derision; Tilly, in the story, experiences both.  ‘The Big Issue’ vendors aside, how do you know that your charitable donation is not going to fund a heroin habit?  I have been informed that in Bristol, now, you can donate with a card from certain pay-points, which seems to be more far-sighted than the city in the story.  I would love to think that the new night shelter in Bristol I saw on the internet was initiated by my protagonist, but that really is taking belief in the power of the story a step too far. 
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