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TUESDAY, NOVEMBER 29, 1977 

,Hobo ' Colony Lives -Mole-kike-in:-an -In!emo of Pipes t 
By DENA KLEIMAN ' , 

A. tens, or thousands, of 'peop)e 
stream overhead daily. a colony ot-re· 
elusive derelict., leads ·a harsh e.xisterice 
in a little-known network of cavernous 
steam tunnels extending six levels · be· 
Jow Park A venue fr.om Grand Central 
Termir'IJ1J to .the Waldorf-Astoria . 

. ' ";~ . 'LiVing in .. the 'clarkness relievt,d only 
by ar. occasKJt\aJ overhangilll bulb. 
amid hissing steam pipes, oppr~slve 

heat and dripping water. 'as many IS 

40 tramps have lived for years in dun­
geons of filth, where day. are melsured . 
by the rumble of passing tommuter 
trains and dangers abou,nd for the un~ 
initiated. 

') 

The inhabitant!. who stay for ,. rew 
days or. lOng as several years, come 
from difITrent walks of life. They range 
in age from 17 to 70. Many once had 
families, homes, jobs and responsibili· 
ties, but now they havt sidestepptd a 
more ' conventional life to live under· 
gr--:-i, 

'Warmer Down Here' 
"It's warmer dOwn here than it is in 

the hotel rOomi upstalrs ... a 35-y"" r­
aid man naDled" John said in the tW1. 
nels beneath' the , Waldorf. 

The terminal's police and maintt­
nance worJters at Grand Central know 
of the hobos' presence but rarely ven­
ture into the tunnels' inn.er depths to 
chase them away or to assist them. 

"They know the place better ' than 
We do," said one officer on night tour 
at the terminal. "I'm scared to go 
down there." 

The men-women are forbidden­
sleep on newspapers and strips of card. 
board in cubicles tormed by iron pil­
lars. They cook their food in tins on 
Scorching metal pipes. Most emerge 
duri ng the day to panhandle and search 
the streets for food. At night they re ­
turn to their subterranean .hideaway, 

Despite their squalid surroundings, 
the men make valiant efforts to keep 
clean . They wash their clothes in scald­
ing puddles. Some have brooms and 
try to keep thei r quarters swept. And 
several even shower under Jeaking ' 
pipes, after letting the water cool. 

The superintendent of police at Grand 
Central, Walter Rescorla, said that, 8S 
~ar as ~le knew. no one w.as currently 
living In the tunnels. 'which house 
steampipes for the terminal. But are· 
cent visit turned up a humber of inhabi. 
tants. 

An Assault on Sensu 
To a stranger. the tunnels appear 

"hellish, They are devoid of natural 
light. Rats crawJ. / Giant roaches and 
ii~~';' s·c~~;y · a~ " Witi'. "The ' thunder of' 
trains · overhead ,shakes the floor. the 

:hot sticky air glues clothes to the skin, 
and rhe layers of soot make breathing 
difficult at times: 

But to those who live in this hobo 
Jungle.... men who disdain free be~ on 
the Bowery and Salvation Army 
lunches, it is . ' shelter from the street 
that offers space, privacy and sanctu· 
... ry from fiaraslrpent by authorities. 

Like otl*r hot'Deless men and women 
who roam the city's streets, they have 
no need to starve When asked why 
they do not accept welfare money and 
charitable services, they say tha,t they 
prefer their fretdom and privacy to the 
world of regulations and limitations on 
their movement. 

While there was no evidence of the 
use of drugs in the tunnels, there were 
many indications or the drinking . of al­
cohol. ' , 

In their caverns, the men live by their 
own rules. They set up lodging' several 
hundred feet apart and stash belong­
Ings In well-concealed spots. At night. 
hey u.se bathrooms on upper tunnel 
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While th~rqomscif$~Waldptf~A~oria Hotel 
cater to a differ~nt l:ilenteleabo:Ve ' , ' , , 
ground, a subtertari~an')tietwork ofcaver:nous 
steam turinelssetV,esa·colonyof derelicts 
for sleeping, abo~e,fr~edom and priv~cy,'right, 
and even a kitchen for their evening weals, 

I.vels that are used during the day by 
railroad maintenance worKers. 

Among the city's derelic\s, the exist­
ence at the tunnels, which have been 
used by hobos for a generation or more. 
is not news. A 17·year· old youth named 
Rick. who has liv'ed on and off in the 
tunnels over the last year, . learned of 
them from his father, who has been 
sleeping in them periodically for ' years. 
Others hear of them at mission ·houses 
or In the streeU: • . , 

off Track 13. Beside it, scrawled In yel­
low chalk, is the word .. Her . ... Do\"n 
a shaky IS-foot ladder. another stair­
way Jed to a passageway beneath the 
tracks at the terminal's lower level. 
Because of its oppressive heat, the pas.· 
sageway is known to maintenanct; 
workers as the Burma Road. There the 
tunnels begin . 

'Just. Place to-Live' 
In a 40- trek with Ilashligh~ 

in the pitc bla ,groping along .wel­
tering wlll ca ed with dirt. the visl· 
tOTS s~ietche over .giant water pipes, 
scaled stee ladders &nd crouched 
under can ete beams •. finally coming 

There are many entrances to the tun· 
nels. One well·fr:equented one is on' 
49th Street between Park 'and Lexing­
ton Avenues ()n the ground floor of , ' 
the Waldorf,A.toria: Occasionally, the 
embossed metal door is ·locked. so dere· 
licls gain entran<:e at the Chemical 
Bank building on ' 47th Street. Ihe 
Greenwich Savings Bank on 43<1 Street 

. upon a ·Year·old .man named Steve. 
. He was lying in 'the dark in a cramped 
gully bind a double ~et of pipes and 
seemed startled by the visitors' ap-

or numerous passageways in Orand 
Central. " • " 
, Recently a repor,t,;r and pho'tographer 
descended into th~ tunnels through a 
hole in a wall in , Grand Central just 

proach. ' 
Like several of the other inhabitants 

encountered on the postmidnight to"r 
of the tunnels Steve was reluctant' to 
~y where he ' had co'me from Or how 

he had received. gash in his forehead. 
which wa.s covered with gauze. 

"It's just a place to live," said Steve, 
who told of having stayed in the tun­
nels for several months. emerging by 
day to roam the city streets in search 
of money for food and wine. 

By night, he said, he cooks hts meah 
In a lair stocked with mustard. salt, 
bread crumbs, Saran Wrap, aluminum 
foil, miniature bars of Amtrak com· 
plimtntary soap and a broom. . 

On a steampipe that has been stnpped 
of asbestos covering, he heats (ood and 
boils water (or instant coffee. That 
night h15 dinner consiste~ at pota~oes 
cooked in an aluminum dish. The rught 
before, he said, there had been roast 
beef . .. It depends on what we find," he 
said . 

He hi!. decorated his spot with sheets 
of paper, envelopes, I blurry, overex· 
posed photograph and a calendar, all 
tucked Into pipes. He sleeps with his 
coal' and shots on, keeping .hls wallet 
and a pair of eyeglasses close by his 
head. 
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Of Hobos, Commuters and Bab} 

To the Editor: 
The hobo colony discovered by your 

reporter to be living ~neatl-.t Grand 
~entral Terminal (news story Nov. 29) 
IS no surprise to the long-time off­
hou: .com~uters who are of necessity 
famIliar With derelict anthropology. 
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-In!~mo of Pipes T}nder Park A venue 

AboDt four years ago, the Metropol­
Itan Transportation Authority decided 
tha ' they would .no longer play host 
to these people in the station proper. 
The terminal began closing from 1:30 
to 6 A.M. and t.he all ·night commuter 
train service was discontinued. ' 

In the early morning hours, it was 
clear that the derelict community was 
subst~ntial in number. We, the early 
mormng commuters, knew that they 
would have to go somewhere. Thus, 
'.he existence of the ste-am pjpe com­
munity is no surprisc. It is unfortunate 
that women derelicu are excluded 
trom winter warmth and hot food as 
well as f"eedom, privacy and i~de-
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he had received a gash in his forehead , 
which was covered with gauze. 

"It's just a place to live," said Steve, 
who told of having stayed in the tun­
nels for several months, .emerging by 
day to roam the city ~treets in search 
of money for rood and wine. 

By night, he said, he cooks his meals 
In a lair stocked with mustard. salt, 
bread crumbs, Saran Wrap, aluminum 
foil, miniature bars of Amtrak. com-
plimentary soap and a broom . . 

On a steam pipe that has been stnpped 
of asbestos covering, he heats food and 
boils water for inslant coffee. That 
night hTs dinner consiste~ or pota~oes 
cooked in an aluminum dish. The rughl 
betore, he said, there had been roast 
beef. "It depends on what we find," he 
said. 

He ha~ decorated his spot with sheets 
of paper, envelopes, a blurry, overex­
posed photograph and a calend.ar, a.1I 
tucked Into pipes. He sleeps With his 
coat. and shoes on, keeping .hls wallet 
and a pair of eyeglasses close by his 
head. 

Farther down the tunnel, other 
campsites were found. They consis!'!d 
of piles of newspaper and strips of 
cardboard covered with. assorted be­
longings. In one spot. there was a red 
quilt jacket. a jar of sk.Jn cream and 
a broom. At another site, a plum-col­
ored scarf dangled from a pipe and 
a stick of roll-on deodorant lay on the 
floor. Littered here and there were · 
empty cans of beer and drained wine 
and liquor bottles labeled Wjld Irish 
Ro,., Thunderbird and Night Train' Ex-
press. 

An Impromptu Laundry 
Along the passageways, hidden in 

rafters, were other items: a pair or 
spectacles, a plastic bag of tobacco, 
8n unopened quart of rum, 12 empty 
bottles of plum wine. 

On a clothes line between two pipes 
hung a neat row ·ot wash-two plaid 
shirts, several pairs of black socks. 
These, it turned out, belonged to a man 

who gave his name as John, who .ald. 
he was 35 and had lived hi the tunnel 
for about three months. 

Clean-shaven and thin to the point 
of gauntness, he had just ': awakened 
from a "bed" behind an iron pillar. The 
bed · was a subway poster for ForQ'" 
Magazine, covered by a light blan!ft!i. 
Beside him was a ballpoint pen and 
a flickering red candle. I , 

He said that he was a frieD~ of Steve's . . 
They met several months ago on their. 
way into the tunnels, Although he and 
Steve spend their days apart and have 
separate quarters, tJler usually meet 
at night and share their food, 'he ,aId.: . 
They do not know each other's last 
names. 

John said that once he had ''''ed 
(or a railroad in Maine but f 

or six years ago "things fr 
He did not say what had 
but he added that since t 

been "on the loose." . 
"I guess you could sa ' !1J 

one day to ".he next," 

pendence. : 
Now that the hobos have a home. 

the terminal should be returned to 24~ 
hour opera'jon. It is unthinkable that 
our 2.4·hour city doesn't have 24-hour 
commuter train sen.ice. Persons who 
work oft· hours are forced to drive into 
Ma.nhattan, and suburbanites using the 
tram for an e\'ening's entertainment in 
the city are forced to go home at 
1:30 A.M. 

Since each trip to Manhattan has 
two facets, going and returning, o(f~ 
hour auto trips mandated by the lack 
of train service may result in return 
,t.:ips unavoidably made by auto during 
tne peak hours. All-night train service 
discourages some rush-hour driving. 
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Colleges: The Importance of 'Midd 

To the Ed itor: 4 

Rice University may regret havi ng 
granted tenure until age 70 to Mathe­
matics Prot. James R. Thompson, 
whose letter you published Nov. 24: His 
grasp of the real ities or academ ic life 
is woefully dericient. Professors do not 
produce buggy whip", and obsoles­
cence or supply and demand operate 
differently in the "knowledge indus­
try" than elsewhe re. 

Assuming that aC8demic administra­
tors do discontinue "production" of 
Ph.D.'s in English and history, as Dr. 
Thompson suggests, what [hen will the 
tenured and high ly paid full prafes­
sarli in the graduate schools do co 
justify th ei r k~p? They will have no 
graduate students, and hence no ap­
prentice scholars [0 serve as under­
naid research ;:J ~ .. i" I" nl C;: ""1" t,.., t"' ~ "'h 
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powc r Lo punish most blackmail, 
Jrtion and bribery offcnses com­

.{ted in the United ::itatelJ, plus a 
.... oodly portion of all robberies. It 
achieves this by liberal use of such 

Koch's Deputy Mayors: 
The 'Folly' of Co-Equals 

l}nder Park A venue 

ther down the tunnel. other 
ill-e.s......wer.eJouncL..:Ol.e..v ... c o n-;.tad 

tnat II pnone was used in connection 
with the crime. 

My prelirninary study of S.I~37 
indicates that it would likely yield a 
tenfold increase in the number of 
federally prosecutable crim~. This 

It is time that the bill's true impact 
be discussed publicly before it is too 
late. JOH:-.I QUIGLEY 

Professor of L3W 

Ohio Statl:: Universi t v 
Columbus, Ohio, Nov. 17, 1977 . 

Of Hobos, Commuters and Baby Alligators 

To the Editor: 
The hobo colony discovered by your 

reporter to be living beneat" Grand 
Central Terminal (news story Nov. 29] 
is no surprise to the long·time off­
hour commuters who are of necessity 
familiar with derelict anthropology. 

Abont four years ago, the Metropol­
itan Transportation Authority decided 
tha ' they would .no longer play host 
to these people in the station proper. 
The terminal began closing from 1:30 
to 6 A.M. and ~he all-night comrputer 
train service was discontinued. 

In the early morning hours, it was 
clear that the derelict commu!1ity was 
substantial in number. We, the early 
morning commuters, knew that thEY 
would ha'/ e to go somewhere. Thus, 
~he existence of the steam pjpe com­
munity is no surprise. It is unfortunate 
that women derelicts are excluded 
from winter wannth and hot food, as 
well as f"eedom, privacy and inde-
pendence. ~ 

Now that the hob~ have !. home, 
the terminal should be returned to 24· 
hour opera'jon. It is unthinkable that 
our 2.4-hour city doesn't have 24-hour 
commuter train ser.;ce. Persons who 
work off-hours are forced to drive into 
Manhattan, and suburbanites using the 
train (or an evening's entertainment in 
the city are forced to go home at 
1:30 A.M. 

The M.T.A. should cease to schedule 
commuter train service around the 
needs of derelicts, whose resilience in 
the steam pipe community proves that · 
they are · better off tolerated than 
harassed. LARRY GOULD 

Mount Vernon, N.Y., Nov. 29, 1977 

• 
To the Editor: 

1 was fascinated by Dena Kleiman's 
news article shout the hobo colony 
deep beneath Park A\o·enue. Fragmcgts 
of innumerable science fiction stories 
came to mind as well as visions of all ' 
those cast-off b.by alligators growing 
to immense size and infesting New 
York's sewer system. All ot" L~at. 

As I read it for the second time, I 
realized that Ms: Kleiman may have 
done a disservice to one of the city's 
last cohesive, viable neighborhoods. 
After this publicity. hordes of the 
bored, chic crowd will make for the . 
"Hole in the Wall at Track Thirteen" 
disco, spray-can artists will have fresh 
surfaces for their graffiti, while OSHA 
bureaucrats will require heat shields 
on all steam pipes, Of course, repre­
sentatives from various women's 
.groups will demand equal opportunity 

, for lady hobos (hobopersons?). . . 

. , 

Blinking and squinting in the unac· 
customed glare of flashlights, 'tho 
hobos will be forced to the surface . 
and be drive.. to tak/! 9-10-5 jobs and 

- to wear leisure suits on Sundays along:-- --' 
wit;l the rest of ·us. 

RALPH ERIK SCHNACKENBERG -
New York, Nov. 29, 1971 

Since each trip to Manhattan has 
two facets. going and returning, off­
hour auto trips mandated by the lack 
of train service may result in return 
"Iips unavoidably made by auto during 
the peak hours. All-night train servica 
discourages some rush-hour driving. 

-------------------------------1 

Colleges: The Importance of 'Middle Men' 

To the Editor: 4 

Rice University may regret having 
granted tenure unt il age 70 to Mathe­
matics Prof. James R, Thompson, 
whose letter you published Nov. 24: His 
grasp of the realities of academic life 
is woefully deficient. Professors do not 
produce buggy whip". and obsoles­
cence or supply and demand operate 
differently in the "knowledge indus­
try" than elsewhere. 

Assuming that academic administra­
tors do discontinue "production" of 
Ph .D.'s in English and hi sto ry, as Dr. 
Thompson suggests, what then will the 
tenured and r,ighly paid full profes­
sor<; in the graduate schools do [0 

justify their k~p? They will have no 
graduate students, and hence no ap­
prentice scholars to serve as under~ 
naid re~eilrch l!')'Oi"la nl 'O nf' tn tP!:Irr. 

industry for high consult.ant r .. s. By 
Dr . . Thompson's logic, it would in· 
crease academic "productivity": more 

- lower-level students would be pro­
ce ssed by fewer teachers, because no 
time would be wasted .0ll-4;BCdDidd1e7:ota 
level teache r/lea rners. 

Before eliminating the middle men · 
in the knowledge industry, Dr. Thomp· 
son had better rethink who most bene· 
fits from their presence. The situation. 
is far more complex than he seems to 
realize. JUDITH H. BAtH 

~Iontc lair . N. J .. Nov. 24, 1977 
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