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Miracles are Tough to Come by—
Mimi Silbert’s Delancey Streel
Offers Hardened Criminals
the Opportunity to
Turn Their Lives Around.

By Veronica Chaler

Pholography by John Chater

n 4 onehlock strelch of prime San

Franciseo waterfront, 500 hardened

py-cons and ex-drug addicts serve

fine fomd to restaurant customers,

drive moving vans, talk sales over
the phone and run a variely of departments at a
thriving commercial center.  They also enjoy
ovenings at the theater and afternoons in the
jacuzzi, and on special occasions there are
dinners oF dances to celebrate ethoie holidays.
This is Delancey Stroet, the toughest allernalive
to the California prison system.

AL ils helm s Mimi Silbert—a woman
who has been called “the Mother Theresa of
vmerica’s down-and-out,”  Her story is about
caring=—caring for the losers ol sociely when
thev hardly care for themselves—caring so much
Lhat she inviles ]H-1|||F|' who have “hil
bottom...the real bottom™ Lo [ilt themselves up
by the bootstraps and learn to feel again, She's
lalking aboul hardened streel thugs, on their
way lo doiog lime in prison, or just oul of
|;|-i3-.r||]; |_u'u-|,|||- with records of murder or arso
or robbery, addicted to heroin or crack or
aleshol, who have done “every dispusting Lhing

vou can imagine” and flind themselves al the end

of their rope. Silbert does nob offer them a cold
government program with bare bones fond and
hoard, and a staff ol |1|'n|4=--.-.i|:r|il1.=1 “brealhing
down their npcks.”

Delancey Streel s o beaoliful place.
Four levels of apartments and shops are
interwoven with open, tiled courtyards and
stairways throughout, The atmosphere is serene,
Balconies with flower boxes line the apartment
unils and there ts a running fountain.  Anyvone
world Teel ||nm|| tor live Ehore.

However, there is a calch. 1T you
come to Delancey Street, you must be prepared
Lo give it your best shol. |f yoo leave, vou
won' | be invited back,

Silbert's empire governs itself.
Uniguely, il carns its own money (il accepls no
sovernment grants) and each residenl s
responsible for teaching the newest members
what they know until all residents have three
markelable skills and eoough sell-confidence to
make il in society. [t is a hand-me-down system
that belies any program that claims vou neetd (o
hire a lolb of experts and spend a lol of money to

op| Fosalts.




“We compare ourselves all the lime Lo
Harvard or Berkeley,” Silbert savs. “any major
lour-year universily, becanse our average slay is
four years. s leaching-based—vyou know.
everylhing is sel up with the understanding thal
vou st don’t know how, You don’t know how
Lo have values, vou don’t know how o work, you
don’l know how lo think in a way thal makes
good things happen. vou don't know how to eal al
a lable...but we'll teach you.”

ouise Lickerman grew up on an apple

orchard in Walsonville, part of a

Lypical American family: Mom, Dad

and two brothers.  No tlales of

alcoholism, abuse or neglect,  She

wenl Lo school like any kid, gol
decent grades, and worked in the orchards with
her brothers during the picking season. In her
neighborhood il was expected that “you grow up,
get married and have eight kids™ just like
everyone else, bul for Lovise il was differenl. In
the eighth grade she began “dropping reds,
drinking and smoking weed,” and by 17 she was
shouting heroin,

“Iwould come home Lo dinner and my
head would be dropping inte my plate, and my
mother would say.'My God, Louise, what's wrong
with youl” But | would lie. | would just sav,
“Nothing., I'm lired. They dido’t know...They
didn’t have a elue.”

AL 1T she moved in with her dealer,
and turned Lo purse snatching and house burglary
to pay for her habil.

“I just liedd and lied and lied and lied,
I ripped off anybody 1 could Tor money, it didn’t
matter who—1"d steal from my grandmother if
she had a buck.”

\ller some jail time for strong arm
robbery, Lovise moved 1o San Franciseo and mel
a “straighl. normal. decentl guy™ and married
him. She hied 1o Charley Trom Uhe beginning,
claiming thal she was & registered nurse, and that
the tracks on her arms were from a kidnes
disorder and rom giving blood.

“I thought that being with him. and
with all his straight friends. who were vuppie.
real estate Lypes who drove Volvos and BMWs and
all thal...would make me all right. But [ despised
them. They all had educalions, they all had
careers, they had real lives, and substanee, They
looked you in the eye, and they didn’t have Lo
drink the whole bollle of wine at a party, |
couldn’t socially dreink. When | went (o parties |
gol smashed.  I'd pick fights with his women
friends just because they were nice people.  His
crowd was a threat to me. | didn't understand
their world.”

Lovise began stealing Charley’s checks
and cashing them for dope, as well as taking the
animals’ prescriplion medication. al a pel store
where she workod as a recoptionisl,

“I came here
and...] was terri-
fied. Everyone
was polite, and
normal, and had
clear eyes.

[ looked around
and wondered,
So where are

all the drug

addicts?

“When you're a drug addict you wake

up every day and vour first thought is, “How can |
gel the money?™  You don’t think about anvbods
clse’s feelings, or how it’s gonna affect Lheir
lives...You're so self-contered.”
"turned  off” to her
eventually, and when he discovered she was
slealing from him she confessed her habit,  Their
marriage ended after a thorny two vears. Louisi
wits 23 Thinking she was all righl. she went Lo
live in the Mission district, where she spent the
next eight vears on the streels,

“I wenl down in the guller. | did
everylhing 1 said | would never do, from
prostilution 1o, | don’t know, hustling. .1 [ived
and breathed Lo gel my dope, and would've dope
anylhing to got it. Mo and another woman woulid,

Charley

vou know, rip off anvone we could, whether it
was hoosling out of a store, whether il was
ripping off connections for their dope. setling
prople up..l would lure a man (o a hotel room,
and when he had his pants off, I'd steal his
wallet, But my main way of making money was
wolling drugs for other dope fiends. There's a big
cireuil oul there. Bul | was never big time. |
seraped every nickel and dime Lo gol my dope.”

Louise pauses and strugeles to speak.
“Bv the lime | got here, I'd had it. | really
wanled help.” She quiclly menlions that her
brother Paul would tell people his sister was dead.
Her mother was phoning morgues to find her,
and even her street friends didn’l trust her
anymore,  Cwe morning she woke up and knew
she'd had enough,

"I came here and...l was terrified.
Everyone was polite, and normal, and had clear
eves, | looked around and wondered, “So where
are: all the drug addicts? Soddenly T didn’t fit in
anymore. And in this atmosphere, vou fee weird
walkin® around like vou're all tough, and cool. so
vou have 1o start acting like everyone clse,just o
fil in,

"l was a grown woman, having to
starl all over, you know. | was given a new
wardrobe. My God, I'd never dressed this way in
my life. | wouldn't have been caught dead in
anything bul skin-tight jeans. and a little tank top
with a jean jacket and my hair all crazy, and
boots!  Bul after awhile acting like everyone else

jusl becomes nonmal, So there's no way | would
be able o go back out and hang oul on Mission
Streel.  Pul in Lhat situation again, | would he
oul of place.”

Louise, now 30. 15 in her Tilth vear al
Delaneey Streel. She is a barber, oversseing all
of the new women who are in “lmmigration.” and
works Tull-time in the corporate sales office, She
has stopped referring to herself as an “ox:
druggie.” and says that she has learned to
approach clienls withouot saying, “Hev man. vou
know, like...” 1

“I love it here. 1 Jove my life. |
wever had a lite before. 1 had never done
anything in my life except be a drog addict. The
first twor vears here were really tough,  And after

I was here lor two years, | knew that | would still
use drugs.  I1's something you know inside, I
Mimi had said, *You have to graduate now”, |

know that | still would have wsed. | wouldn'l
have run right off to Flocco's house lo go cop
some dope, bol you konow. You can’l lie Lo
voursell,  Whal you learn here is to stop
pretending.  You can’t peetend anymore, 1 don't
want to die, and | don’t want o be a junkie
anymore. | would do anything net to be.”

Lovise plans lo gradvale soon, bul
savs Lhere’s no rush.  She is learning Lo drive
tractor trailers, and thinks perhaps she'll
evenlually deivee an 18 wheeler. Silbort has left il

up o her to leave when she feels I'L'Eid}'.



| the Delancey Streel Restauranl a

rsaibent brings Mimi Silberl a cup ol

herbal lea and whispers somelhing in

hier ear. She beams and laughs and

hanks the waiter by pame, Hor lace
reflects joy and enlhusiasm, and when she
spraks, her raspy voice gains intensity,

“Whion you come o i |||.'||'|I ik
Delancey Streel, a little piece of vou really
wants lo change, bul a larger piece of you lells
vourself “Aaah! This & bull <!
be the same as evervihing olse!

This i« gonna
Nolhing
wirks...”

“And then vou have lo give up
everylhing thal you instinclively know—all that
soll destruclive behavior that leads 1o nothing
bul failure.  These are people who are
comfortable in thal evele: it's the only one they
know. Amd they come here, and we ask them
to trusl...” (she paoses to emphasize the
imporlance of the word) “thal doimng it all
entirely differently will somehow  put logether
the life thal vou want. It lakes tremendons
courage o gel yoursell to bolieve, to hope, 1o
give up all those attitodes, to push to be gomd,
to trust people. to trust that you can become
trustworthy when you never have been! Al of
that is incredibly difficult...and we demand it
nonelheless..and it's exciting when I'I'I'lllll' ifis
it!”

When Silber! proposed Delancey
Streel,  the ddea was  unpopular  and
conlroversiagl, and Silberl berself did nol know
for sure il it would work., Bul she fought
through miles of eity and stale legislation hat
“absolulely probibited” such an exploit, and
when Willie Brown linally gave her special
ordinance after three vears of red tape and
lengthy petitions, she personally “measured Uhe
dirl,” developed. and constructed the Delaneey
Street project, withoul a cenl of government
money. using only the labor of Lhe ex-cons
themselves, who were goided by a few
professional contraclors.

The Tacilities function like any
private company. excepl for the constant flow
of residents in lraining. There is an auto shop,
a |'|'|”'|'IFI'IF: COEn uatiny . 4 l_":‘\]lri_‘\:ﬁil ['n'l.rl.".. il
restauranl and retail shops, and the building 15
eqquipped with lairge rooms which are rented out
to customers {or such things as banguets and
balls. Residents start their Lime al Delancey
ool willh a ju|| of maintenanee, aml move 1
in the hierarchical scale of work. going to
dishwashing, cooking or administrative dulis as
the need roguires.  The clothes the residents
wear are dopated, and the meals are served in a
large, lastelully Turmished cafeteria thal s as
ik as i LIS

“One ol Lhe hardest things aboul

running Delancoy Streel s being realistic aboul
who comes in the door. Becavse who comes in
the door are people al their worst.  And vou
really have to be lough enough to meel Lhal
head on: and nol lel them mampulate vou and
make excises,, Parl of my job s to close all the
gaps that would allow them to manipulate their
wiy through. And simullaneously | have to look
ab them, and see who it is that they can become.
That balance is a really hard thing to do: being
both hard and solt; both toush amd mave.”
Silbert savs thal Delancey Stroet was
modeded after her “extended family™ from the
ghellos of Boslon, Her immigranl relatives and
poor neighbors “handed together and took care
of each olher, because together we would make
Salbert,
who has her double doctorate in Criminology

il js inibo Lk mainsteeam of Soerea”

and Psvehology from UG Berkelev., made it ool
of the ghitlo.

“But as the years wenl by, | began
lo see people who didnt gel oul of Lhe gello,
and who by a hair lurn, ended up in prison.”

t 42, Shirley Lamarr walks wilh
small quick, determined steps and
speaks unhureiedly aboul a life thal
was “like living in hell.,” She s nol
x||3., amd tells o like b 5. "You can
take from me all the years of my
life. and | wouldnt be bothered. Except the
three years I've been al Delancey Street. You
can’l lake those, Those are the only vears Py
LI'III"ﬂ 1l ||J||IF!Ii||P".\.‘\. e
Shirley says her mother was “one ol

Lhean wenmen that roally shaubdn®a b any Kids.

S

but she did.” An alcoholic who physically
abused Shirley and her three siblings, she was “a
pretly woman who soon found out thal men
woriglid [way for her favors.” She would leave the
children at various relalives’ homes and
disappear somelimes for months. Shirley
adopted the role of mother to the VOUREEr o
who were “trick babies™) from the aue of 10,
negleeting school work to take care of them
during the times her mother had them at home
in the projects of Yallejo,

Shirley married at 15. By the ase of
20 she had five children lone died of heart
disease) and three or four abortions and had
split with her husband who, like her, “was omly
A youngster strugelin® to make his way in life.

"l had no idea how lo be a wile...no

ihea how to be a mother..| cerlainly didn't learn
from my mother. We was two kids. We didn’t
know whal the I— we was doin™ Hall the vear
wir was o wellare, and somchow, well, this was
really nol how | dreamed hile would be. You
know. U'd walch TV, and I'd see these perfec
[amilies on the TV, and I'd say "“What the =7
Why ain't my life like that?™

“‘hlr[b‘_'i- Hllr‘kl'ﬂ "h[l “HIlIHIt“[I Wilgge
Jobs to stay afloat. “droppin” bennies and whites
o slay awake.” She went throwgh several
relalionships, none of which was stable enough
Lo allow her Lo sellle, and when she “wenl whole

hog™ with drugs while hanging out at the

“You can take

from me all the
years of my life, and
| wouldn’t be both-
ered. Except the
three years I've been
al Delancey Street.
You can’t take those.
Those are the only

years ['ve known

. .
happiness.

speakeasies in Oakland, she passed her four
children from her husband to pumerous
relatives, in obvious mimic of her mother’s
behavior.

“I remember always wanlin® o have
somethin’, and wanlin® lo be somethin’, hut |
hadn't a clue as to how to eo aboul thal, | was
bryin’..bul 1 just dido’t have the right basics.
When | moved to Oakland and got a job, two ol
my sislers come Lo live with me, ‘cause they're
goin’ Lhrough their stufl...and now 'm
responsible Tor six people’s lives. | was only 21
I"d never plaved ina playground or gone to no
Junior prom.

While working her “lirsl decent job,



Shirley mel o man over the phone, and likid his
voice and his conversalion.  Afler two weeks of
flirting with each other by phone, she decided to
oo out with him.

“When  he  opened  the
everylhing inside me lold me to turn and ron.
Well, | didn't run, 1L was like | was on a suicide
mission. Something destructive inside of me
thoughl | was gonna lake this mother [— and (urn
him around.”

From there she started using on an
everyday basis and when she lost her apariment
from spending renl money on dope, she wenl
straighl to the streets and Pooehie, her boyvirind,
E‘HJJ'JH" I'Il'r !’Iilll.p.

I knew it was bad...but there was

[I-l'HZIT.

nothing in me lo slop it 1 assumed thal it was
just meanl to be...That | was meant lo be a
hooker, because | had tried 1o gel my life
tosether, and it didn't work. | was livin® in the
pits of hell=a full blown prostitute and junkie
workin® on who stro” (whore strolll, where my
kids saw me when they drove by with Poochie.”
Shirley eries while she talks, and wipes ber Tace
with her hands, “Every nighl, il was mochanical,
| wenl o gel the money o eed the fix, And |
knew thal any night thal | slepped oul on that
streed corper, it could be my last. Bul st didn'l
matier.”

Shir recalls through more lears Hhal
after vight years of prostitulion she fell hersell
going crazy. Une night, after being verbally and
phivsically beaten down by Poochie, she shot lim
in the face with a gun [rom a distance of three or
lour feel.  Poochie survived, the bullel passed
through his nose and lodged in his jaw bone,
Fopeline wourld not Jisss r}|.'1r'|,:|h|., & sl was niol
incarceraled.  She wenl back Lo the streets
without Poochie and remained there until she was
0.

"By mow. both my oldest son and my
oldest davehter ran the streets with me.,. we dono
J]'l.ll"l‘_".lﬂl'iuf-l"llq I -'II'II! 1y 1‘|H'||Ej'|1|“r, Wit 'IIII‘III.II ILII'IIHI
Iricks together, we done shol dope Logether,
smoked erack...vou name it, me and my two
oldest kids did it together,  What the =, you
know? When I gol picked up for burglary...
basically | was glad lo be in jail..to resl.  And
then I'd be goin® to prison, and that was
okay, cause | knew I'd be all right in prison,”

Her relationship with the police, who
most of the hookers knew pretly well, was
comlorlable. One of the police gave her the
number of Delaeey Streel, and she weole them a
letter and asked for an inlerview. Louise
Lickerman inlerviewed Shirley,

“My firsl intention was lo learn
somelhin” L gel a jul]. Ll 1 had mo wlea how Lo
live life. All | know was how to sloam up lo a
man. Onee vou take off the bottom hall of my
bedy., | win't worlth s—. That’s how | felt about
mysell,  Bul | learned how to speak, how lo act.

how Lo carry my=ell like a luly.

“And they tlold me, "Okay, now, go
help hee!”  And 1 said, “What do vou mean, go
help hee?  What ean | tell these women? I'm a
prostilute! I'm a junkic! What is it thal | can tell
them?" And they said, *You can tell them how nol
to become one. Tell them whal il feels like.” Sa |
did. And when vou become a role model. Lhal's
when you feel best aboul vourself.”

Shirley received her GED in her
second vear al Delancey Streot. She would like Lo
o0 lo n:llﬁg& anil 1"“'1:11:.1.“} “work in !Ju-|i|:|'l,'.x-: ol
the ouler edge”™ Lo holp people like herself. AL
present she works [oll-time as an administrative
assistant for Silbert in the head office. She hopes
that one day her two eldest children, still in the
streets, will follow her example and join her al
Delancey Streel

here are four exisling Delancey Stroels
across Lhe pation: in Brewster, NY,
near Santa Fe, NM. in Greenshoro, NG,
and the San Franecisco headquarters,
Silbert is in Lhe process of buying
building in Los Angeles for a fifth
location.  OF the approximalely LOON members,
S0 reside o San Franciseo,  One-third of all of
Lhe residents are women, “We've reachid a slase
where elearly the process of Delancey Street
works,” Silberl says, finishing her tea. “There
could be people in all of our facilities who could
be violent, nipping cach other off, commitling
crimes... becanse there's no one walching over
them wilh any real authorily={here are no puns,
none of the controls Lhal exist in Errimnﬁ—-—nmi
vel we have the same population as most prisons,
Bul there are no arvests, and no crimes,..”

Silbert has a collection of over 10,000
II:'HI"T'-. h’tllll ﬂ["l.ll.lih UI Ih""pll‘. gﬂl'l-":l'llll"ﬁ ﬁl“_!
ii‘lgihhtlurm :L'ik‘iltg [or !tlll]] e mode] their own
places alter Delancey Street.  She has lurned
them all down, because she doesn’t have time lo
oversee any more projecls.  She has agreed,
however, Lo begin o leaining instilule to feach
I -npli' how Lo rum such an organization.

"1 don’t even know mysell il it's
leachable—=how Lo have an organizalion thal
comes from vour belly. 1 mean this is in my
belly! And it comes from the bellies of the people
who live here. You [-e-e0] il as well as know il.”

Silbert believes thal prisons are
necessary, bul should be a shorl lransitors
punishmenl. “Onee you spend too long in
prison,” she says, il bocomes a lifestyle,”  She
vociferously opposes the death penally. calling il
“mang-like retribution.” and points oul that the
success rale al Delancey Streel is over W percent.

“Human life is redeemable.  You're
always gonna Irip: yvou re always gonna fall
:‘;[‘I“”_"'l'il'li’rl": :i[llllln'l’ -"I.h'fft}';'q gaima ﬂﬂ'l"‘l'i I:Ir!ll'lj'lll"'.
That's human. U'm human loo,"m

“...there are no guns,
none of the controls
that exist in prisons—
ﬂnd“yet we have the
same population as
mosl prisons. Bul

there are no arrests.

LR

and no crimes...

Mimi Silberl






