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Haight rocked by three murders in one week 
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STREET SC~ Haight Street near Stanyan has long been a gathering 
spot for homeless people, especially homeless youths. Three murders 
last month involved homeless people as victims, suspects, or both. 

HAIGHT ASHBURY 

Tensions between 
housed and 

homeless may be 
a factor, some say 

BY KAREN POJMANN 
Neighbo rhood Correspondent 

Since last month. when three 
people were murdered in the 
HaightAshburywithin the span of 

a week. a low tremor of fear has 
moved through the neighborhood. 
Though the three murders were 
apparently unrelated and suspects 
_nave already been arrested for 
two of them. some residents 
worry about the increase of vio
lence in the Haight, where the 
last reported homicide occurred 
three years ago. 

All th ree of the recent murde rs 
took place in or near the 
neighborhood 's parks, which have 
traditionally been home to a size
able population ofhomeless people 
- particularly young people . All 

the murders involved homeless 
people either as the victim. the 
suspect, or both, and some resi
dents think the spurt of violence 
might be the inevitable result of 
long-festering - and perhaps re
cently exacerbated - tensions be
tween the people who live in the 
Haight's streets and parks and 
those who live in houses and 
apartments. 

"If you have three murders in a 
week, yo u have to wonder wha,t's 
happening," said neighbor and 
Residents Against Druggies presi
dentJoe Konopka. "Idon·tcarewho 
you are. You shouldn't get killed 
on our sidewalks." 

Eloise Magenheim of the San 
Francisco Neighborhood Safery 
Partn ership said she thinks the 
problems stem from a lack of un
derstanding between residents and 

homeless youth. whose lives seem 
to seldom intersect. "There's very 
li ttle interaction between the two 
realities," Magenheim said. 

Tensions have built late ly, 
Magenheim said, as a result of an 
increased homeless population in 
the neighborhood and rising frus
trations among neighbors in re~ 
gard to filth and drugs in the area . 

Donna Gouse of th e Haight 
Ashbury Neighborhood Council 
said that though she considers the 
murders random events, lately 
there has been much vocalization 
of the antipathy some residents feel 
toward homeless yo u th in the 
neighborhood.At a recent park sta
tio n meeting, in fact , some resi
dents complained about the pres
ence of homeless people in Haight 
Ashbury and even suggested that 
the ciry constantly run sprinklers 

in the end of Golden Gate Park at 
Haight and Stanyan streets, a spot 
where"''many homeless yo ung 
people gather, in order to deter 
homeless people from congregat
ing and sleeping there . 

But Gouse, a longtime Haight 
resident, said she thinks the ten
sion is an old and ongoing prob
lem. 

"As long a s there will be 
homelessness in the Haight 
Ashbury, there will be some an
tagonism among some residents," 
Gouse said. "There are people who 
just want to get homeless people 
out of the neighborhood." 

Ironically, she said, often the 
people who feel disdain toward 
homeless yo ung people in the 
Haight are the same people who 
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want to remove from the neighbor
hood many of the social service 
agencies that attempt to help them. 

Climate of fe• 
Though the neighborhood has 

the highest concentration of hu
man services in the city, the orga
nizations don't reach all homeless 
people in the Haight - many of 
whom don 't seek help. Magenheim 
said many young people living in 
the parks are runaways who are so 
afraid of being sent back to the 
homes they left that they seldom 
seek aid. Such fear, she said, re
cently resulted in the death of a 
teenage boy, who refused to get 
treatment for a mouth abscess un
til his friends . took him to the 
Haight Ashbury Free Clinic; .by 
then the infection had spread 
through his body. Similarly, she 
said, homeless teenage girls who 
are sexually assaulted are reluc
tant to report the crimes or get 
medical or psychological treat-

• ment because they fear their par-
• ents will be contacted. 

"Marginalized communities are 
much more vulnerable to violence," 
Magenheim said. 

Hundreds of people in the Haight 
go without the shelter. substance
abuse treatment, and mental
health care they need and, in some 
cases, become hostile and violent, 
tired of the harassment they en
dure from police and residents ev
ery day. An August Western Addi
tion story on the murders reported 
that one homeless man considered 
the homicides Mpark justice." 

But in the midst of drug dealing 
and u'se, public urination and def
ecation, and loitering on sidewalks, 
some Haight residents and mer
chants are equally hostile. 

"There's definitely a deteriora
tion here," Konopka said. "People 
see other people defecating on the 
street, and that's the image they 
get of Haight Ashbury." 

Improvements suggested 
To make a dent in the squalor 

that seems to have overtaken parts 
of Golden Gate Park. some neigh
borhood organizations are propos
ing that the city install free toilets 

in parks and hire homeless people 
to serve as attendants for them, 
making sure the bathrooms stay 
dean. Such a move, proponents say, 
could decrease the amount of hu
man excrement on sidewalks and 

_ in parks and would improve life for 
homeless Haight Ashburians, thus 
easing tensions all around. 

Konopka and other residents 
have appealed to Mayor Willie 
Brown to address safety and clean-

liness issues in the neighborhood. 
Meanwhile. Magenheim is in

volved in surveying homeless youth 
in the Haight in the hope of deter
mining what can be done to help 
them and to quiet the clash be
tween homeless youth and resi
dents. 

"It's a very, very complex issue," 
she said." And there's no conversa
tion going on in which solutions 
can be proposed." 
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