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W
e have been

w
orking on this

book project
since sum

m
er.

M
ary K

ay collect-
ed m

aterials from
custom

ers and
volunteers, w

hile
M

ary K
ay, M

ark
and B

ert inter-
view

ed G
enny.

T
his book w

as
produced w

ith
Q

uarkX
P

ress
4.03, and typeset
in A

rial,
B

e
r

m
u

d
A

 
L
P

S
q

u
i
g
g
L
E
,

C
haparral D

isplay,
G

eorgia, Palatino
and SSkkiiaa

type-
faces.

T
hroughout this

book, this sidebar
provides bits and
pieces of interest-
ing inform

ation.

A
nd yes, Ieat at

S
isters O

f T
he

R
oad, too. I just

realized w
hile

m
aking this book

that our corn-
bread isn’t vegan.

pened all the tim
e. 

W
e really got to go back and claim

 our roots
w

hen w
e launched crossroads in M

arch 2002. W
e

w
ere actively articulating and practicing:  don’t do for

anyone w
hat they can do for them

selves.A
 hom

eless
person is their ow

n best advocate.  A
nd I think that as

w
e im

plem
ent the current five-year plan w

e’re in, and
the café transform

s itself into both a restaurant and a
com

m
unity organizing center, that that credo w

ill be
m

ore true than ever.

[This interview
 w

as approxim
ately tw

o hours in
length. It has been edited for brevity and readabili-
ty.–Sarah.]

w
w

w
.sistersoftheroad.org •

(503)222-5694
1
3
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‘T
he thing to do 
is to start.’

–P
eter M

aurin.

Painting by V
ictor G

uschov

S
isters O

f T
he

R
oad C

afé
(note the capi-
talization)

w
as

founded on
W

ednesday,
N

ov. 7, 1979. It
is located at

133 N
.W

. S
ixth

A
ve. in

P
ortland’s O

ld
Tow

n/
C

hinatow
n

N
eighborhood.

S
isters O

f T
he

R
oad

is the
nam

e that
w

om
en tran-

sients called
them

selves.
T

he sym
bol of

three x’s in a
circle is the

hobo sym
bol for

good food and
hospitality. O

ur
nam

e and logo
hence celebrate

the strengths
and w

isdom
 of

an exceptional
set of w

om
en.

(S
ource: 

D
IN

IN
G

W
IT

H
D

IG
N

IT
Y

.)

the w
ord he w

ould choose, but he w
as definitely

intrigued w
ith the idea of hom

eless people im
pacting

policy on their issues.  U
ltim

ately, w
e w

ere invited to
apply for funds from

 the Bureau of H
ousing and

C
om

m
unity D

evelopm
ent. W

e put a proposal togeth-
er and it w

as accepted.  W
e got initial m

oney in the
sum

m
er of 2001, and by O

ctober of that sam
e year,

w
e w

ere launching our com
m

unity organizing proj-
ect.

T
he project had tw

o com
ponents:  research,

and a people’s organization.  
W

e interview
ed 600 m

en and w
om

en w
ho had been

or currently w
ere hom

eless. Each interview
 w

as
roughly tw

o-and-a-half hours long, and began w
ith a

field researcher asking the narrator to talk about
their unique experience of hom

elessness.  T
he

research from
 these one-to-one interview

s w
ill result

in a m
anual, explaining how

 other m
unicipalities can

replicate this project; an anthology of people’s ow
n

w
ords and pictures; and analysis of the data.

T
he 

other 
com

ponent 
w

as 
com

m
unity

organizing and the building of a people’s organization
called crossroads. W

e w
ent back to original Sisters

bedrock.  A
s a sm

all organization learning how
 to run

a restaurant, som
etim

es the com
m

unity organizing
had to take m

ore of a back burner, but it never w
as off

the stove. W
e alw

ays understood that w
e are not a

social service agency.  I don’t believe for a m
inute that

Sisters’ legacy is feeding thousands and thousands of
people a decent m

eal.  But som
etim

es people don’t
understand that, so w

e have had to talk about com
-

m
unity organizing, and those conversations hap-

T
hank you

everyone for
reading m

y little
notes on the
m

argins.

Iknow
 all these

fonts are quite
sm

all, but Itried
to put as m

uch
content as pos-
sible so this
book w

ould be
an enjoyable
and inform

ative
reading for you. 

F
inally, I thank

B
ert, M

ark and
M

onica for giv-
ing m

e this
opportunity to
put this book
together.

S
ee you at

S
isters soon.

D
on’t overeat

cornbreads…

–S
arah.
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C
hapter O

ne
:

O
ur ingredients

–W
hat w

e are m
ade of

A
s w

e celebrate 25 years of grow
th, change, learn-

ing and acceptance, it is helpful to look back at the rea-
sons w

hy the Sisters O
f T

he R
oad C

afé first opened:
�� To be a safe public place for everyone�
especially w

om
en and children;

�� To offer nourishing m
eals 

at little cost or in exchange for labor; 
and

�� To offer job training and 
em

ploym
ent experience 

for local residents�

T
he cornbread recipe show

n above has been
w

ith Sisters since the beginning; no m
atter how

 m
any

CCoorrnnbbrreeaadd  rreecciippee
� c� (���L) yellow

 corn m
eal  ��� c� (���L) w

hite flour
��� quarts (���L)

m
ilk (or � �/� cups pow

dered m
ilk)

	 eggs
��� c� (��
m

L) sugar 
	 tbs� O

il
� tbs� Salt

� tbs� Baking pow
der

M
ix ingredients thoroughly�  Beat eggs until

foam
y�  A

dd m
ilk and oil to eggs�  Com

bine
w

et and dry ingredients quickly and stir only
until dry ingredients are dam

pened� Bake �

m

inutes at ���°F (���°C)�

S
isters O

f T
he

R
oad’s leg-

endary corn-
bread recipe
originated from
a S

ociety of the
H

oly N
am

es of
Jesus and M

ary
(S

N
JM

) nun in
M

arylhurst,
O

regon.

C
ornbread is a

variety of quick
bread (a bread
leavened chem

-
ically, rather
than by yeast)
containing corn-
m

eal. It has
been a tradition-
al staple of rural
cuisine in the
southern U

nited
S

tates of
A

m
erica, espe-

cially as part of
the S

oul food
(food traditional-
ly eaten by
A

frican-
A

m
ericans,

w
hose cooking

m
ethod originat-

ed during the
tim

e of slavery).

problem
.Sharing pow

er w
ith our custom

ers is the
other reason Sisters has survived.  W

hen a custom
er

w
ho thought w

e w
ere closing for lack of funding

offered to bring in her social security check, w
e

understood intim
ately the personal sacrifice our cus-

tom
ers w

ere w
illing to m

ake to insure Sisters’ viabili-
ty.

Bert: W
hy don’t you just talk for a second

about crossroads, how
 the need for crossroads w

as
identified, and how

 it’s changed Sisters.  M
aybe that’s

the w
ay to w

rap it up.
G

enny:  O
K

. W
ell, from

 the beginning of
Sisters I w

ould alw
ays say to anybody w

ho w
ould lis-

ten, that w
e’re not going to end hom

elessness until
the people w

ho have that experience are at the table
to shape policy and solutions. T

hat’s different from
the charity m

odel.  A
nd, as you can w

ell im
agine,

that’s a pretty foreign concept to m
ost people. But,

w
e kept talking about it, and various opportunities

cam
e our w

ay:  I w
as asked to teach a class to H

U
D

m
anagers on com

m
unity organizing as a paradigm

to end hom
elessness; w

e had national and interna-
tional visitors to the café; w

e w
rote about it in arti-

cles for publication; and w
e addressed local, state and

federal representatives.  It w
as a part of every con-

versation on ending hom
elessness that Sisters has

ever had. It’s one of those conversations in the w
inter

of 2001 that led us to a request for a prelim
inary pro-

posal from
 Portland C

ity C
om

m
issioner Erik Sten.

C
om

m
issioner Sten w

as delighted, that m
ight not be

A
t S

isters O
f

T
he R

oad C
afé,

you can get a
cup of coffee for
25 cents.

In this age it is
hard to im

agine
this. A

s recently
as 1996, I
rem

em
ber that

N
ordstrom

 used
to offer the
fam

ous “bottom
-

less” coffee at
its café for 25
cents still.

Today w
e pay

about $1.40 for
the sam

e thing
elsew

here.

I w
anted to put

in the tam
ale

pie recipe, but I
ran out of
space. W

rite to
S

isters if you
w

ant the recipe.   
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tim
es it has been changed, creatively m

odified and
m

utated, it alw
ays gets back to this recipe.  

O
ften the cooks are told by the custom

ers
that the cornbread is off.  

T
his is a good exam

ple of how
 Sisters O

f T
he

R
oad operates: by responding to the custom

ers.  
T

his book takes input from
 staff, volunteers

and m
ost im

portantly custom
ers, and w

as created to
honor the w

ork of all of these people. 

O
ur philosophy:

N
onviolence 

and G
entle Personalism

•
H

onesty and non�hum
iliation

•
N

on�judgm
ental

•
Being given a chance 
to change our behavior

•
A

 safe place for everyone
•

A
ll individuals have w

orth
•

W
e m

ust actively protect 
each other’s freedom

s
•

N
o one has a m

onopoly on the truth
•

W
e are all w

illing to help each other
•

The hum
anity of our custom

ers and
treating them

 specially� 

A
m

ong a set of core values that runs through
all aspects of an organization, the concept of nonvio-
lence w

ill be fam
iliar to m

any.  H
ow

ever, it is rare to
find it practiced the w

ay that Sisters O
f T

he R
oad

does: by using gentle personalism
.  T

his puts dignity

If it w
asn’t for

S
isters O

f T
he

R
oad:

• “M
y real son

w
ouldn’t have

found m
e.”–D

.M
.

• “T
here w

ould
be a S

tarbucks
here.”–U

nknow
n.

• “Icould not be
w

ho I am
.”–A

.

B
ecause of

S
isters O

f T
he

R
oad:

• “Ifeel like part
of a fam

ily!”–S
.

• “T
hat I’m

 no
better or w

orse
than anyone
else.”–F.P.

P
ersonalism

 as
advocated by
D

orothy D
ay and

P
eter M

aurin
com

bined the
best of C

hristian
faith and practice
w

ith the socio-
econom

ic justice
and liberation
m

ovem
ents of

their tim
e. S

om
e

refer to personal-
ism

 as a libertari-
an socialism

 w
ith

C
hristian spirit.

status. W
e knew

 w
e didn’t w

ant to be a social service
agency and assum

e a board structure. But, w
e knew

w
e needed to incorporate in the state of O

regon,
w

hich w
e did im

m
ediately. W

e knew
 w

e needed to
pursue a 501(c)(3) status, and in the context of filing
for 501(c)(3), w

e w
ould need to put together by-law

s
and assign at least three people as officers to incorpo-
rate in the state of O

regon. I think it took a year.  W
e

w
ere a  co-op, w

ith a collective of m
anagers, the first

five years.  In the m
id 80s, w

e adopted a m
ore tradi-

tional Board of D
irectors structure.

Bert: W
hat is the reason Sisters has sur-

vived?
G

enny: Sisters m
akes sense to our custom

ers.
In the early days, both custom

ers and staff w
ere deal-

ing w
ith lim

ited incom
es.  You could not look at paid

staff at Sisters then and think any of us w
ere pulling

dow
n a great salary.  O

ur custom
ers knew

 that I w
as

getting food stam
ps, and they knew

 I had a day-care
stipend from

 W
elfare for m

y daughter.  O
ur stories

w
ere sim

ilar.  W
e w

ould com
pare experiences stand-

ing in line at the grocery store w
ith food stam

ps w
hile

everybody else stared at you.  T
hat shared hum

ilia-
tion and struggle to survive bonded us.  Because of
that m

utual bonding, w
e stood up for each other, and

Sisters survived w
ith a truly radical understanding of

poverty.People w
ho are entrenched in a social service

m
odel never think you can create system

ic change;
that the problem

 is too big, there are too m
any people

hom
eless.  Sisters, on the other hand, studied hom

e-
lessness differently, by alw

ays going to the root of the

W
hen I first

cam
e to S

isters,
it w

as because
a few

 days in
prior, a friend of
m

ine m
et m

e in
the afternoon
and she
sm

elled like
good food. 

Ifelt com
pelled

to check this
place out.
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4
above all else, and valuing people for w

ho they are, no
questions asked.  It can be a challenging process–a
process that asks its practitioners to put stereotypes
and biases aside in a very real w

ay.

“By the tim
e I helped start Sisters in ��
�� I

had since ��
� been form
ally introduced to

nnoonnvviioolleennccee
��

not only as a philosophy
but aass  aa  ww

aayy  ooff  lliiffee
��It w

as very chal�
lenging the first couple of years because
there w

as no other organization on the
street that offered their services from

 a phi�
losophy of nonviolence and gentle personal�
ism

 and w
hen people w

alked through the
door at Sisters� they knew

 som
ething differ�

ent w
as going on�  But unlike today� alm

ost
�� years later� they didn’t know

 w
hat it w

as�”

–G
enny N

elson� Co�founder�
•

“The one thing that inspired m
e to donate to

this program
 w

as the fact that you hheellppeedd
ppeeooppllee  ttoo  hhaavvee  ddiiggnniittyy

�  N
o one needs

to be belittled w
hen they are desperate� I

liked the fact that people w
ere encouraged

to w
ork for their m

eals�”–Elizabeth Lackey�
•

“Sisters has alw
ays been equated� for m

e� to
unconditional support and respect of one’s
dignity� So often� organizations think of
them

selves as ‘the doer�’ I’d rather think of
Sisters as ‘‘tthhee  iinnssttrruumm

eenntt’’–for all of us

G
enevieve

(G
enny) N

elson
and S

andy
G

ooch founded
S

isters O
f T

he
R

oad.

S
isters O

f T
he

R
oad C

afé is a
non-profit
restaurant open
to the general
public. E

veryone
is w

elcom
e.

Y
ou can enjoy a

full, satisfying
lunch for only
$1.25.

G
enny:  Yeah.

Bert:  A
nd then how

 did it evolve from
 there

in the first few
 m

onths?
G

enny: In N
ovem

ber 1979, it w
as initially

Sandy and I. W
e agreed to try to pay ourselves $650

a m
onth. W

e arrived at this figure based on our C
ETA

w
age w

ith Boxcar Bertha’s and the understanding
betw

een us that w
e couldn’t m

ake ends m
eet w

ith
any less by ourselves. Both of us had young children
that w

e w
ere raising. Five or six m

onths later, A
llen

R
othstein and Sandy H

ill began a m
orning program

and received a percentage of the total take.
Bert:  Percentage of the total take? W

ow
.

G
enny:  R

ight. Because Sandy and I w
eren’t

going to be able to do an early m
orning program

, but
if they felt like it could m

ake a go, w
e w

ere going to
give them

 an opportunity.
O

ur first nine m
onths, w

e ran the M
eals on

H
eels program

 for St. V
incent de Paul on the w

eek-
end in order to have our rent at no cost during the
w

eek. Sandy and A
llen got M

eals on H
eels m

oney,
A

llen received an hourly w
age based on $4.10 an

hour, w
hich w

ould have been the standard.
Bert:  D

o you rem
em

ber about how
 m

any
custom

ers you got the first day or the first w
eek that

you w
ere open?

G
enny:  W

e could only seat 22 people. W
e

w
ere not open five days a w

eek in the beginning
m

onths of Sisters.
Bert:  W

hen did w
e becom

e a non-profit and
w

hen w
as a board form

ed?
G

enny:  W
e filed im

m
ediately for non-profit

T
riM

et’s
F

areless
S

quare w
as

introduced in
1975 as part of
the w

ider
regional plan for
im

proving air
quality. T

he
transit m

all on
F

ifth and S
ixth

avenues
opened in 1977.
O

riginally pro-
vided free tran-
sit service w

ith-
in dow

ntow
n,

F
areless

S
quare w

as
expanded in
2001 to include
R

ose Q
uarter

and the Lloyd
D

istrict.

A
ll buses to

U
nion S

tation
take you to the
bus stop right in
front of the café.
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in the com
m

unity� Your lack of ego in this
atm

osphere allow
s all of us supporting each

other to do so ‘eyeball to eyeball�’  To ask one
to profess this or that ideology to get your
‘handout’ is dem

eaning and outlandishly dis�
respectful�”–an anonym

ous custom
er�

O
ur purpose:

Building relationships
•

N
urturing and healing relationships 

•
Reciprocal gifts and relationships 
w

ith custom
ers

•
Com

m
unity and hom

e
•

Integrity and honesty
•

A
 w

ay out of isolation
•

Conflict resolution
•

A
ccountability to one another

N
obody w

ho has a relationship w
ith the

Sisters O
f T

he R
oad–be it a custom

er, volunteer,
donor, 

a 
m

em
ber 

of 
the 

staff–is 
unchanged.

Som
etim

es the change is obvious, som
etim

es it’s sub-
tle.  But people w

alk aw
ay from

 Sisters different.
“T

he green room
 has becom

e m
y secret gar-

den.  It is in this room
 that I get to m

ake connections
w

ith real people.  T
here is no talk of the w

eather or
sporting events.  T

here is m
uch talk about hum

an
reactions to the reality of life on this planet.  T

here is
talk of hom

elessness and despair, or joy and discovery,
of spirituality, health and attitude, and how

 hom
e-

lessness affects everything in a person’s life.  I suspect

Bert:  Let’s ask a lighter question. Tell us your
favorite story about food at Sisters.

G
enny: W

ell, first you have to understand
that I m

ay have brought the philosophy but it didn’t
m

ean that I w
asn’t supposed to learn the restaurant

trade, and that Sandy brought the restaurant trade
but also needed to em

brace the philosophy and prac-
tice it. But, I’m

 no great cook. W
e had recipes and I’d

follow
 those and m

ost of the tim
e they’d turn out. In

the first couple of years, w
e offered w

hat w
e called

“chili over rice,” sm
all and large bow

ls of it.   You could
get a sprinkling of orange U

SD
A

 cheese on top. 
In January 1980, tw

o m
onths after opening, our cus-

tom
ers w

ere really encouraging m
e to m

ake “learning
how

 to cook” m
y N

ew
 Year’s resolution, so I took that

to heart. I rem
em

ber another story.  W
e had a guy

com
e in the café early on, he w

as a chef, and he w
rote

[review
s] about restaurants. T

hat day, w
e had a left-

over salad that had Italian dressing in it, and w
e put

that into the soup.  I thought it tasted pretty good
but, if you’re not a cook you tolerate a w

hole lot. W
e

thought w
e w

ere so clever, being creative w
ith w

hat
w

as on hand and not w
asting anything.  So, this guy

w
as 

sitting 
at 

the 
table 

and 
he 

ordered 
the

soup–w
hen I w

as com
ing by bussing a place next to

him
, he said, “You have salad in this soup, huh?” I told

him
 the truth, and he didn’t give us a bad review

.
Bert:  H

e w
as able to figure out w

hat w
as in it. Let m

e
ask a question about staff, because I realized I never
asked this before. D

id it start out w
ith just you and

Sandy as staff m
em

bers?

S
isters O

f T
he

R
oad is located

in the historic
O

ld Tow
n/

C
hinatow

n
(O

T
C

T
)

neigh-
borhood. O

T
C

T
consists of the
portion of dow

n-
tow

n P
ortland

north of W
est

B
urnside S

treet
and east of
N

orthw
est

B
roadw

ay, as
w

ell as the
A

nkeny-
S

kidm
ore

blocks south of
B

urnside.

T
he other side

of B
roadw

ay is
the trendy and
developing
P

earl D
istrict.

M
ost of the

new
ly-develop-

ing area of the
P

earl w
as once

a railroad yard.
Today it is hom

e
to art galleries,
retailers and
upscale housing
developm

ent.

O
ur eternal

favorite, “R
ice,

beans and corn-
bread” has
been offered
alm

ost every
day since the
café opened. 

O
riginally it w

as
called “chili over
rice,” until U

tah
P

hillips ques-
tioned our ety-
m

ology in the
w

inter of 1980.
It’s been “rice
and beans” ever
since.
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the people w

ho tell m
e their stories are changed in

som
e w

ay by the telling.  I know
 I am

 changed by the
listening.”–M

arla K
och.

H
ospitality 

•
A

 custom
er is anyone w

ho com
es

through our door�
they do not need to
purchase anything;
and they m

ay bring
their ow

n food into
the café�
•

Be a w
elcom

�
ing hom

e and a serene environm
ent�

•
Public restroom

s are available�
•

Providing custom
er m

ail: receiving�
m

ailing address and m
essage service�

•
Serving a good m

eal: excellence in
nutrition and health code�

The m
eal is only part of the story. A

nother equally
im

portant part is the w
elcom

e that everybody gets
w

hen they w
alk through the door. A

bove that door
rests 

a 
sign 

that 
says, 

“In 
here 

there 
are 

no
strangers–just 

friends
w

e’ve 
never 

m
et.”

A
nother 

custom
er

w
rites, “M

y first tim
e I

w
as brought to Sisters

O
f T

he R
oad, a friend

brought m
e. She said she had an account on the books

because of her job w
ashing the aprons. So she could

‘U
sing 

gentle personalism
puts dignity above all
else, and valuing peo-
ple for w

ho they are.’

D
orothy D

ay,
one of the origi-
nators of the
C

atholic W
orker

M
ovem

ent
(C

W
M

), em
pha-

sized hospitality.

D
ay w

as born
on N

ov. 8, 1897.
O

nce a journal-
ist w

ith close
ties to the radi-
cal m

ovem
ents

of the 1930s,
she becam

e a
R

om
an

C
atholic, m

et
P

eter M
aurin,

and started the
C

atholic W
orker

new
spaper in

1933. S
he

passed aw
ay on

N
ov. 29, 1980.

F
or a selection of

articles about
personalism

,
nonviolence and
C

W
M

 philoso-
phy, see
w

w
w

.cjd.org/
paper/roots/
roots.htm

l

criticism
, and how

 that cam
e to be and w

here that
cam

e from
?  It’s one of the m

ost valuable things I’ve
learned at Sisters.

G
enny:  You know

, that expression “criti-
cism

/self-criticism
” cam

e from
 M

ao Z
edong out of

the C
hinese revolution. It’s interesting w

hen I think
back on it.  T

he first w
inter of the café, 1980, I began

to do m
y ow

n self-study on the C
hinese revolution. I

w
as reading A

gnes Sm
edley, Edgar Snow

, M
ao

Z
edong and Z

hou Enlai. N
ow

, m
any years later, I can

tell you that som
e of that study w

ove itself into
Sisters. N

ot the violence of an arm
ed revolution, but

som
e of the discipline that all revolutionaries are

asked to stand by, w
hether it’s a violent or a nonvio-

lent conflict.  T
hat’s w

here criticism
/self-criticism

com
es in, I think the language I use m

ore now
 is

“check and balance.”
O

ur daily experience in Sisters is:  C
an you

take w
hat our custom

ers and your co-w
orkers are

saying to you, the criticism
, and not personalize it?

Especially in our society, w
here even using the w

ord
criticism

 puts people on edge. But w
e did use those

w
ords and w

e honed them
 to an understanding that

I think that M
ao Z

edong, Z
hou Enlai and others in

the C
hinese revolution w

ere trying to teach: you hold
yourself accountable. If you do that, then you’ll be
able to take in criticism

. N
ow

 have I m
ade a m

illion
m

istakes and m
ore around all of that? O

f course!  So
w

e train constantly.  T
his is a platform

 that doesn’t
punish you, but instead asks you to take personal
responsibility for your actions.  A

t Sisters, it is a crit-
icism

/self-criticism
 from

 the heart and soul. 

C
hili originated

in Texas around
the 1840s.
Today it is the
official state dish
of Texas.

A
basic chili con-

sists of tom
a-

toes, onions,
beans and chile
peppers (hence
the nam

e), as
w

ell as ground
m

eat such as
pork or beef.
V

egetarian chili
is m

ade usually
w

ith textured
vegetable pro-
tein (T

V
P

), sei-
tan (w

heat
gluten)

or tem
-

peh.

“B
oxcar

B
ertha’s” here

should not be
confused w

ith
the coffee shop
of the sam

e
nam

e, w
hich

S
isters operated

betw
een 1999

and 2001 as a
com

m
unity

w
ealth building

initiative.

“It’s not the R
itz, 

but it’s a good, 
hot m

eal!”
–a custom

er
com

m
ent.’
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buy m
e lunch. I thought, ‘this is different, I w

as hun-
gry, lonely, hom

eless, and curious.’ It’s been four
m

onths since m
y first m

eal, and now
 I com

e into
Sisters alm

ost daily. A
s I w

alk through the doors, [I
find] happiness, friendliness, acceptance, sincerity
and nutrition.”

Com
m

unity organizing 
for system

ic change
•

A
 com

m
itm

ent to social justice
•

Being a socially just em
ployer

•
Everyone’s input is im

portant
•

D
on’t do for anyone w

hat 
they can do for them

selves
•

O
ur best advocate is ourselves

•
Custom

er driven solutions

Sisters O
f T

he R
oad started in 1979 as a 22-

seat café. O
ver the years it has grow

n both in size and
scope. It now

 seats 51; accepts food stam
ps; sells m

eal
coupons as an alternative to panhandling; published

D
IN

IN
G

 W
ITH

 D
IG

N
ITY,

a m
anual about establish-

ing a café based on the
Sisters’ m

odel; conducted
600 interview

s of com
m

u-
nity m

em
bers w

ith experi-
ence of hom

elessness; and
initiated crossroads, a peo-

ple’s organization (w
w

w
.crossroadspdx.org). 

T
he Sisters’ m

ission statem
ent says: “Sisters

‘In here 
there are no
strangers;

just friends 
w

e’ve never m
et.’

cro
ssro

ad
s

(note the nam
e is

in low
er-case and

bolded) p
eo

p
le’s

o
rg

an
izatio

n
is

located just
around the corner
at 618 N

.W
.

D
avis S

t. 
Its w

eekly action
planning m

eet-
ings take place
on W

ednesdays
at 6:30 p.m

., to
conceive, im

ple-
m

ent and evalu-
ate tactics. T

hese
m

eetings are
attended by
housed and
hom

eless citizens
of P

ortland.

crossroads is one
of the key organ-
izers of the R

ight
to S

leep
C

am
paign (R

S
C

).
In June 2004,
R

S
C

 dem
onstrat-

ed by cam
ping

along the
P

ortland R
ose

F
estival G

rand
F

loral P
arade

route.

is, action and reflection. T
he self-reflection is so criti-

cal because you have to sit dow
n and do that check

and balance that begs answ
ers to difficult questions:

did I use m
y privilege unfairly in the café?  Is the café

culturally relevant to our custom
ers?  D

id I call a situ-
ation w

rong and go back and apologize? H
um

an
behaviour hasn’t changed in all of these years, w

e have
to really m

ake the tim
e to do the reflection because

it’s very easy to just do the w
ork. 

Bert:  So the philosophy of nonviolence and
gentle personalism

 w
as put in place in the café early

on. In a little bit of contrast to that, approxim
ately 10

years ago, the Board of D
irectors w

asn’t in the sam
e

place. T
he Board w

asn’t all about nonviolence and
gentle personalism

 and having respect for each other
and that w

as a huge change for the Board. W
e started

doing things differently. W
e had people leave because

that didn’t seem
 to be right for them

 but it m
ade the

Board better. It really did.
G

enny:  A
nd that group that you w

ere a part
of w

ere the pioneers in term
s of insuring that w

e’d
alw

ays be there from
 there on out. T

hat part of the
criteria for board m

em
bership w

ould m
atch the staff

requirem
ent, w

hich is a com
m

itm
ent to the practice

of nonviolence and gentle personalism
.

Bert:  W
e w

orked really hard to institutional-
ize a lot of those things and I think it seem

s to have
stuck and that’s good to hear. But our com

m
ittee

m
eetings even now

 are run differently than they
w

ere. People check in. A
nd it’s all the Sisters’ thing and

w
e definitely appreciate it. To change the subject a lit-

tle bit, can you talk a little bit about the criticism
/self-

In the 1979,
S

isters ran a
"M

eals on
H

eels" program
for S

t. V
incent

de P
aul, in

exchange for
rent. T

hey
w

alked
to deliv-

er m
eals rather

than drove.

A
t S

isters O
f

T
he R

oad C
afé,

there is a m
es-

saging board
w

here anyone
can leave a 
m

essage 
for others.

I w
ould like to

take this tim
e to

thank all the
hard-w

orking
em

ployees and
volunteers of
S

isters!
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O
f T

he R
oad exists to build authentic relationships

and alleviate the hunger of isolation in an atm
osphere

of nonviolence and gentle personalism
 that nurtures

the w
hole individual tow

ard changes that w
ill reach

the root of his or her hom
elessness and poverty and

end it forever.” 

C
riticism

 and self-criticism
•

N
ever forget w

ho w
e are 

and the m
istakes that w

e have m
ade

•
Learn from

 individual m
istakes

•
There are m

any “right” w
ays 

to do things� 

G
enny N

elson says, there’s nothing that w
e do in the

café that doesn’t have som
e kind of m

echanism
 in

place that asks: “D
id w

e m
ake this change because of

inform
ation and feelings from

 our com
m

unity? C
an

you take w
hat your com

m
unity is saying to you, the

criticism
, and not personalize it? C

an you take criti-
cism

 in the context of how
 it’s being given: people

trust that you listen to them
, they know

 that you open
som

ething that m
ade sense for them

 and change their
daily life.  W

e train to this day about our early organ-
izing, so folks w

ill know
 w

here our roots com
e from

.”

D
iversity and cultural relevance

•
Fam

ilies are self�defined
•

Custom
ers can bring their “bags” 

into the café
•

D
iversity

•
W

e should be able to see 
ourselves reflected in the café� 

S
isters O

f T
he

R
oad originally

operated as a
w

orker’s coop-
erative, in w

hich
anyone w

ho
contributed
labor w

as eligi-
ble to partici-
pate in decision
m

aking. In 1985
it w

as reorgan-
ized to be gov-
erned by a
board of direc-
tors w

hose
m

em
bership

represented
b

o
th

 th
e

n
e

ig
h

b
o

rh
o

o
d

a
n

d
 th

e
 w

id
e

r
c

o
m

m
u

n
ity.

In the past the
café w

as open
on S

aturdays
serving M

exican
m

eals (Los
S

abados
M

exicanos);
later this w

as
replaced by Los
V

iernes
M

exicanos, a
sim

ilar outreach
event on
F

ridays.

som
ething really, really fragile. I said hello and intro-

duced m
yself and she introduced herself back and I

said: “W
hat w

ould you like?” W
e had chili over rice in

those days and that w
as w

hat she ordered up. T
hen

15 m
inutes later this m

an w
alked in the door, w

alked
right up to her and w

ith his dem
eanour suggested:

“You’re m
ine. I have the pow

er here, w
e need to go.” I

realized in that second that I needed to intervene and
I did. I w

ent up to the tw
o of them

, I introduced
m

yself to him
 and I said, “You know

, you’re really w
el-

com
e to be here, but this w

om
an just sat dow

n and
she’s eating her m

eal and she gets to do that in peace,
so I’m

 going to ask you to find another place in the
café to sit dow

n and you can order up w
hatever you

like.” H
e ordered up a cup of coffee, probably took tw

o
gulps and left. I knew

 he w
as disgusted, but he left

and he didn’t dem
and or drag her off the prem

ises. 
In talking to that w

om
an afterw

ards, m
y

sense w
as that she never had anyone stand up for her

before. T
hat w

as the gentle personalism
 in action.

A
fter that, the w

ord w
ent out in tw

o distinct w
ays:

O
ne, w

hat I cam
e to understand is this w

om
an w

as
prostituting and her w

ord w
ent out to all of the

w
om

en on the street that Sisters is a place w
here you

w
ill be respected and not judged.  T

hen obviously
w

hat becam
e clear in that picture, w

as that the m
an

w
ho had com

e in after her w
as her pim

p.  H
is w

ord
w

as: “business as usual stops at the door there.” It’s
not a place that you can expect to go in and handle
your w

om
an, so to speak. Inform

ation w
alks and

talks on the street really quickly in our neighborhood. 
If Sisters is anything, it’s an exam

ple of prax-

S
om

e of the
favorite things I
had at the café:

• V
egetarian

spaghetti (usu-
ally available on
T

hursdays)
• R

ice (T
he

cook here really
know

s how
 to

do rice right; I
alw

ays screw
up w

henever I
try.)
• Tofu stir-fry
w

ith T
hai

peanut sauce,
w

ith rice.
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M
ary K

ay M
cD

erm
ott

A
s I looked around, I first spotted Sisters’ A

frican-
A

m
erican, tall, m

uscular, overly jovial, once-hom
eless,

once-jailed cashier. H
e w

as taking orders patiently
w

hile m
aking sure to

check in w
ith each cus-

tom
er about their cur-

rent state of w
ell-being

as he alw
ays does. 

I rem
em

bered m
y first

encounter 
w

ith
him

–being 
a 

sm
all-

tow
n 

country 
girl

from
 Iow

a, I w
as m

ore
than a little tim

id talk-
ing 

to 
a 

black 
m

an
w

ho had been jailed and hom
eless not all that long

ago. 
N

ext m
y eyes fell upon an elderly, m

entally ill
gentlem

an bussing the counter in front of m
e.

C
om

pletely calm
 and collected, he did the job precise-

ly as he had been taught. I recalled seeing him
 that

m
orning outside the café throw

ing aw
kw

ard punches
and angry w

ords at a person I could not see because
he or she only existed inside the realm

s of his m
ental

illness. 
In the kitchen w

as w
here I caught m

y next
im

age. T
here a trans w

om
an dished up spaghetti

plates for our hungry custom
ers w

ith an uncom
m

on
grace not usually seen in the kitchen w

here the staff is
prim

arily m
ale.  W

ith her hair in pigtails and a color-
ful, flow

ered apron she w
ent about her w

ork w
ith a

‘It is in
 this [place]

that I
get to m

ake
con

n
ection

s w
ith

real people
…

T
here is m

u
ch

talk abou
t hu

m
an

reaction
s to the

reality
of life on

this plan
et.’

“A
personalist is

a go-giver, not a
go-getter.
“H

e tries to give
w

hat he has,
and does not try
to get w

hat the
other fellow

 has.
“H

e tries to be
good to the
other fellow

.
“H

e is altro-cen-
tered not self-
centered.
“H

e has a social
doctrine of the
com

m
on good

through w
ords

and deeds.
“H

e speaks
through deeds
as w

ell as
w

ords, for he
know

s that
deeds speak
louder than
w

ords.
“T

hrough w
ords

and deeds, he
brings into exis-
tence a com

-
m

on unity, the
com

m
on unity of

a com
m

unity.”
–P

eter M
aurin.

able to keep that little baby for a w
hile, but not for

long. You saw
 a lot of that . . . 

Bert: T
hat’s am

azing. G
enny, today w

hen I
w

as talking to the college students, they w
ere w

on-
dering how

 you started im
plem

enting the philosophy
and if it w

as a struggle at first. So you w
ant to tell the

story about that?
G

enny:  Sandy used to say: “I brought the
restaurant know

-how
 for Sisters, G

enny brought the
philosophy,” and that w

as true. By the tim
e I helped

start Sisters in 1979, I had, since 1972, been practic-
ing nonviolence, not only as a tactic, but also as a w

ay
of life.  M

y introduction to nonviolence happened in
m

y senior year of high school. I had to do a term
paper. I chose to do it on the G

rape Boycott. T
he Farm

W
orkers’ U

nion and its leader C
esar C

havez, is w
here

I got m
y first real introduction to nonviolence. 

Tw
o years later w

hen I started w
orking on

the street I w
as introduced to the C

atholic W
orker

M
ovem

ent and that changed m
y life forever.  I spent

five years living in houses of hospitality practicing
nonviolence and gentle personalism

 on a daily basis.
It w

as very challenging at Sisters initially, because
there w

as no other organization on the street that
offered their services from

 a philosophy of nonvio-
lence and gentle personalism

.  W
hen people w

alked
through our door, they knew

 som
ething different

w
as going on. It w

asn’t the street as usual inside our
non-profit café.

O
ne day not long after w

e started, I w
as on

[m
y shift] by m

yself and a w
om

an cam
e in, I rem

em
-

ber that there w
as som

ething tough about her and

T
his book’s title,

Q
uarter century

of our collective
hum

anity, w
as

taken from
 a

phrase found in
D

IN
IN

G
W

IT
H

D
IG

N
IT

Y
.

It took m
any

days for m
e to

com
e up w

ith
this, after 
several tries.
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sm
ile on her face and a hum

 on her lips. 
T

hat is w
hen I heard a peculiar sound com

ing
from

 the front of the café. I turned m
y attention in

that direction only to catch sight of an obviously
intoxicated clow

n creating balloon creatures for the
custom

ers he w
as w

aiting in line w
ith.  

I had to shake m
y head, chuckle a little, and

stop to think about w
here I w

ork, w
here people find

refuge from
 the insane streets and the even m

ore
w

icked w
orld. 

T
he cashier, m

entally ill m
an, trans w

om
an,

and drunken clow
n m

ay not have a place in the real
w

orld, but at Sisters O
f T

he R
oad, they are w

elcom
ed.

N
ot only are they w

elcom
ed, but their presence is

accepted and appreciated.

‘W
e should be able to

see ourselves reflected
in the café.’

S
isters O

f T
he

R
oad is recog-

nized as a place
that w

elcom
es

differences and
diversity w

hile
encouraging
understanding
and com

passion.
It rejects violence
of all form

s–phys-
ical, em

otional,
m

ental and ideo-
logical–yet at the
sam

e tim
e its

doors are never
com

pletely closed
to anyone. T

his is
based on the idea
that one’s behav-
ior, rather than
one’s personality,
should be
addressed in
resolving conflicts.

M
aurin’s person-

alist philosophy
places responsi-
bility for caring for
others (and
standing up for
each other’s free-
dom

s)
on individ-

uals, rather than
the im

personal
and bureaucratic
state.

hobo jungle w
ho w

ere raising these kids. T
hat w

ould
never happen today.  

W
e saw

 a lot of pregnant w
om

en in those
early years, w

e alm
ost had a baby born on the floor in

Sisters.  T
here w

as a little baby w
hose birth m

other
w

as a very regular custom
er here, and Sisters is

w
here she felt the safest to negotiate the paperw

ork
to give her little girl up for adoption.  She asked m

e to
be a part of that [process]. It w

as really a poignant
story about a m

other’s courage. 
You know

 w
e alw

ays said that Sisters w
ould

be a safe public place for everyone, especially w
om

en
and children. T

his w
om

an knew
 and felt that in

Sisters O
f T

he R
oad C

afé.  She w
as living in the jun-

gle w
ith her partner. W

hen this baby w
as born,

C
hildren’s Services D

ivision intervened im
m

ediately.
Everything in her heart and soul cried out to be a
nurturing m

other to this child.  She knew
 though,

because of the issues she w
as dealing w

ith (not only
poverty), that she w

asn’t going to be able to do that.
So she talked to m

e m
any tim

es, and then finally said:
“I’m

 w
illing to sign the papers but they have to com

e
here, G

enny.” T
hat w

as fairly unheard of at the tim
e.

M
ost people w

ho w
ere clients of any services had to

go to the place w
here the services w

ere being offered.
W

e w
ere able to convince the w

orker to com
e to

Sisters and a really w
onderful w

om
an did that. A

nd
that’s w

here that paperw
ork happened. 

T
he w

om
an w

ho alm
ost had her baby in

Sisters actually w
as able to bring that baby hom

e and
put her in a little draw

er, a little draw
er m

ade into a
baby bed from

 the dresser in her hotel room
. She w

as

G
ive your friend a

S
isters’m

eal
coupon (gift cer-
tificate)!

Y
ou can 

purchase it online
for $2 each (plus
applicable
postage)

at w
w

w
.

siste
rso

fth
e

ro
a

d
.

org.

S
ustaining m

em
-

bers donate $10
or m

ore each
m

onth to S
isters

by autom
atic

w
ithdraw

als from
their bank
accounts.
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SSppaanniisshh  rriiccee  rreecciippee
� quarts (��� L) w

hite rice
	 quarts (��
 L) w

ater
� cups chopped bell peppers 


��� ��
 can diced tom
atoes

� cups chopped celery 
� cups chopped onion


�� cup butter
� tbsp garlic pow

der
�tbsp black pepper

� tbsp cum
in

� tbsp chili pow
der

�� M
elt butter in ��in (�
 cm

) pan over low
 heat�

�� A
dd rice to brow

n for one m
inute� Stir often�

�� A
fter one m

inute add 	 quarts of w
ater� Stir�

�� Add celery� onions and bell peppers� Sim
m

er � m
inutes�

�� A
dd tom

atoes and spices� Stir� then cover the pan�
	� Stir occasionally until all w

ater is evaporated�

� Serve w

ith � spoonsful of salsa�

BBllaacckk  bbeeaannss  rreecciippee
(Sort and soak �
 quarts or ��� L of black beans
overnight� There should be � gallons or �
 L of w

ater�
N

ext m
orning� put black beans on stove in a large pot�

W
ater should be ��� inches or 	�� cm

 above the beans�)
�� tbsp garlic

� quarts (��
L) chopped onions
�
 bay leaves

�
 tbsp parsley

 tbsp basil

� tbsp cum
in

� cups oil
� quarts carrots

� quarts (
�	L) celery   
�� tbsp cayenne   � cups lem
on juice

W
hen beans are partially cooked� add bay leaves� Put in double

boiler w
hen beans are soft� Saute onions and celery in oil w

ith
garlic� cum

in and basil� then add to beans� Add cayenne� parsley�
lem

on juice and �tbsp salt to beans�

T
he origin of

S
panish rice is

unclear; 
how

ever the
S

paniards are
am

ong the first
people in
E

urope to eat
rice, w

hich w
as

introduced to
them

 during the
M

iddle A
ges by

traders from
 the

M
iddle E

ast.
T

his dish w
as

popularized in
A

m
erica w

hen
the U

.S
. A

rm
y

included a
recipe for
“S

panish fried
rice” in its 1896
G

eneral
C

om
m

issary
cookbook.
(S

ource:
N

ew
sgroup

rec.food.
historic.)

A
t S

isters, our
pinto beans are
cooked fresh
daily.

WW
hhiittee  rriiccee  rreecciippee

(Sisters O
f The R

oad know
s how

 to cook rice!)
To m

ake � quarts (��� L) of rice:
� quart (��
 m

L)rice� � tsp salt and � quarts (��� L) of w
ater�

Cook in batches no larger than four quarts of rice� Add rice and
salt to boiling w

ater; add one tsp oil for each pound (��� g) of
rice to prevent foam

ing� Leave lid off pot until rice com
es to a

boil� W
hen rice com

es to a boil� turn heat dow
n to low

 and cover
w

ith a tight�fitting lid� Cook on low
 heat for �
 to �� m

inutes�
then rem

ove from
 heat and let it stand covered for five to �


m
inutes� (In oven: In a baking pan� place three quarts of rice� salt

and six quarts of w
ater� cover� then bake at ��
°F (�
	°C)for ��

m
inutes� Rem

ove from
 oven and let it stand for five m

inutes�)

w
ould have been m

issing from
 Sisters.  It w

as very
hum

bling to be in those situations, alongside the
folks that w

e knew
, m

em
bers of this com

m
unity.

So it w
as their invitation to find out w

hat it w
as

like to m
eet nutritional needs at skidrow

 that real-
ly w

as an im
portant piece of understanding w

hat
they really w

anted.  T
hey w

ere asking that they
not have to pray for their m

eal. T
hat w

as a per-
sonal, spiritual piece and they w

anted that to be
honored. T

hey w
anted to be able to have food that

w
as recognizable on the plate and they didn’t have

to w
orry that m

aybe they w
ould get sick after eat-

ing it. T
hey w

anted a place w
here they w

eren’t
rushed along. 

So m
any of the m

issions and soup lines
w

ere very institutionalized.  Folks couldn’t talk to
one another, and breaking bread w

ith your friends
and fam

ily is a w
hole act of building relationship,

strengthening the feelings betw
een you, and find-

ing out those new
 things about w

hat’s happening
to each other. T

hat kind of m
agic occurs over a

m
eal. I w

as really hum
bled, as w

as Sandy. W
e knew

w
e w

ere going to offer an alternative.
Bert: A

nd w
hat about safety?  I can’t

im
agine a w

om
an w

ith kids, especially, w
ould feel

particularly safe.
G

enny: Yeah. It w
as really tough. In the

early days of Sisters there w
ere a num

ber of young
boys, I’m

 going to say from
 12 on up, w

ho grew
 up

on the street, alw
ays accom

panied by an adult in
the café. O

ver tim
e it becam

e really clear that it
w

as the m
en and w

om
en w

ho w
ere living in the

V
olunteers are

invaluable in the
operation of the
café. T

hey help
serve m

eals,
raise critical
funds and steer
the organization
into the future. 

V
olunteers are

also an essential
part of im

ple-
m

enting our pur-
pose of building
relationship. 

V
olunteer train-

ings are sched-
uled the second
W

ednesday of
each m

onth from
5 to 7 p.m

.
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C
hapter Tw

o
:the decades

of hom
elessness–

1970s-2000s
G

enny N
elson

P
ortland’s O

ld Tow
n/C

hinatow
n neighborhood w

as
once know

n as the Burnside D
istrict, and has a history as

long and rich as the city of Portland itself.
A

fter the city’s first dow
ntow

n dock w
as com

plet-
ed in 1852, the Burnside neighborhood adjacent to the
W

illam
ette R

iver evolved to accom
m

odate the recreational
needs of seafarers.

O
ver the years, the area becam

e the gathering
place for loggers, sheepherders and anyone else passing
through the city. A

t one tim
e, this neighborhood w

as pre-
dom

inantly A
sian, populated by C

hinese and Japanese rail-
road construction w

orkers.
T

he Burnside com
m

unity rem
ained a center for

w
orking m

en’s entertainm
ent, but also becam

e a gathering
place for the chronically dow

n and out, and those w
ho

shunned the m
ore conventional w

orld of hom
e, fam

ily and
w

ork. C
oncurrently it becam

e the site of soup kitchens,
m

issions, casual labor offices and social service agencies. 

1970s:In 1972, the O
ld Tow

n/C
hinatow

n neighborhood
w

as affectionately called “T
he A

venue,” “T
he Burnside

C
om

m
unity” or the “Burnside N

eighborhood.” Tw
o thou-

sand people, m
ostly m

en, lived here. T
he cost of living w

as
not greater than a veteran’s pension or a social security
check. You could get a room

 in an old hotel for $1.25 a
night, or no m

ore than $40 a m
onth. T

his affordable hous-

In 1986, K
urt

Liska, then-
executive direc-
tor of S

isters O
f

T
he R

oad C
afé,

w
orked w

ith
then-U

.S
. sena-

tor M
ark O

.
H

atfield to
enable S

isters’
custom

ers to
use their food
stam

ps to pur-
chase prepared
m

eals at the
café. O

n O
ct.

28, 1986, the
H

om
eless

E
ligibility

C
larification A

ct
(P

ublic Law
 99-

570) becam
e

law
. P

ertinent
federal regula-
tions to im

ple-
m

ent its provi-
sions w

ere pub-
lished in the
F

ederal
R

egister on
M

arch 11, 1987
(7 C

F
R

 271
through 278).

w
om

en, and children for that m
atter, com

ing into
this skidrow

 neighborhood.  Boxcar Bertha’s w
as

funded by T
he C

om
prehensive Em

ploym
ent Training

A
ct (C

ETA
).  T

hese w
ere federal dollars utilized for

som
e very creative projects across the country. W

e
w

ere one of those, but they w
ere short-lived dollars

that resulted in Boxcar Bertha’s closing.  Sandy and I
needed to literally take a look at w

hat w
e had learned

from
 the w

om
en w

ho had com
e in and w

hat w
e

already knew
 about the neighborhood and m

ake a
decision about w

here w
e go from

 here. 
W

hat w
e decided w

as that w
e clearly w

ould
take a com

m
unity organizing approach. T

his is 1979
and I started m

y w
ork in the neighborhood in 1972

and Sandy had been doing w
ork at w

hat w
as then

called Burnside Projects, I think for five years at that
point.  W

e both had som
e history and background in

this com
m

unity, and w
e both knew

 enough about the
w

ay social service agencies and m
issions operated in

skidrow
.  W

e w
anted to ask the folks w

ho w
ere resi-

dents here w
hat they truly w

anted. So, w
e did that.  I

w
as still w

orking part-tim
e in the Everett Street

Service C
enter, w

hich w
as an all-night shelter for m

en
and w

om
en, and I w

ould utilize those hours talking to
folks about their issues.

W
e w

anted to create som
ething that the peo-

ple w
ho lived here really felt w

as necessary and w
ould

actually change their life.  So people told us over and
over again, create an alternative to the m

issions and
soup lines, and they encouraged us over and over
again to try the m

issions and soup lines out, w
hich

w
e did.  I think had w

e not done that, som
ething
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ing w
as available to tenants w

ho w
ere addicted and active-

ly using, and those w
ho w

eren’t.  C
ase m

anagem
ent w

as
not a requirem

ent for a room
. T

here w
ere at least half a

dozen cheap eateries in addition to the m
issions and soup

lines. A
 person w

ith lim
ited incom

e could exercise choice in
w

here they w
anted to live, and w

hat they w
anted to eat,

m
eagre as that m

ay have been.
A

ll those residents w
ho called the “A

venue” hom
e

knew
 that Burnside, the neighborhood’s southern bound-

ary, w
as a line of dem

arcation. Everything to the north of it
w

as skidrow
, and alm

ost everyone to the south of it w
as

uncaring and, w
orse, afraid of them

.

1980s:By the beginning of the 1980s, the Burnside
neighborhood had lost low

-incom
e hotels to urban gentri-

fication. T
he w

riting had been on the w
all for years, m

any
elderly pensioners, m

en w
ho had done m

anual labor all of
their lives and had never shirked from

 responsibility, knew
they w

ere being forced out of the only hom
es they could

afford to m
ake w

ay for fancy boutiques and upscale restau-
rants.

M
inim

um
 w

age w
as no longer keeping up w

ith
the cost of living. R

ent skyrocketed. T
he num

ber of people
living on the street increased. A

s a society w
e officially

coined them
 ‘the hom

eless.’ In the m
id-80s m

en and
w

om
en dealing w

ith the calam
ities of poverty and hom

e-
lessness began to exclaim

 in Sisters O
f T

he R
oad C

afé and
other com

m
unity gathering spots: “W

e are treated like cat-
tle, w

e are not even considered hum
an by housed people.” A

little girl I w
orked w

ith in the W
est W

om
en’s and C

hildren’s
Shelter told m

e: “G
enny, w

hen you go out and talk to peo-
ple about us, tell them

 to not call m
e a ‘hom

eless’; tell them
to please call m

e by m
y nam

e.” I realized then, as a society,
w

e w
ould 

reap a w
hirlw

ind in these children’s adulthood if w
e failed

ical and m
ental

health care are:
m

ental illness
itself, and
affordable
health care.
8. B

arriers to
w

holeness
include: self-lim

-
iting beliefs, and
hom

eless
provider-client
interactions, i.e.,
services are
provided in a
w

ay that
degrade and
disrespect the
dignity of the
person experi-
encing hom

e-
less. 

(source: cro
ss-

ro
ad

s
people’s

organization)

M
ark M

axcy:  So, m
y first question is, w

hy did you
feel com

pelled to m
ake Sisters a reality?

Bert Seierstad:  Take yourself back 25 years.
M

ark:  T
his is your life.

G
enny N

elson:  W
ell, both Sandy [G

ooch] and I had

been w
orking w

ith a project called Boxcar Bertha’s, an
inform

ation referral and advocacy center for w
om

en
w

ho w
ere on the street at the tim

e. N
ow

, rem
em

ber
this is 1979 and the m

issions don’t offer their servic-
es to w

om
en because they didn’t think w

om
en belong

on skid row
. T

here’s one shelter that gives w
om

en
access in the evening and there are about nine to 10
pallets in a separate area from

 the m
en. A

nd that w
as

about it. So, finding a safe public place as a w
om

an on
the street w

as really challenging. A
lso rem

em
ber that

just nine years earlier in 1970, the city of Portland got
its first dom

estic violence shelter. A
nd that w

as typi-
cal of the w

hole nation actually. It w
as the 1970s that

brought us to a point as a society w
here w

e began to
say, “H

itting w
om

en in their hom
es is not O

K
, and it’s

not som
ething that should be hidden, not talked

about, or ignored and that those w
om

en deserve to
have a safe place to go.”

W
e also had been participating in a group

called W
om

en on Burnside. T
here w

ere w
ay too m

any

C
hapter Three

:
an interview

w
ith G

enny N
elson

M
ary K

ay M
cD

erm
ott, M

ark M
axcy, Bert Seierstad

In 2003, S
isters

O
f T

he R
oad

set a G
uinness

w
orld record in

organizing the
w

orld’s biggest
guitar band.
O

ver 500 gui-
tarists filled the
P

ioneer
C

ourthouse
S

quare and
perform

ed
W

oody
G

uthrie’s “T
his

Land is Y
our

Land.”

W
oodrow

W
ilson (W

oody)
G

uthrie (1912-
1967) w

rote the
song in 1940 as
a response to
Irving B

erlin’s
“G

od B
less

A
m

erica.”
(S

ource:
W

ikipedia.org)
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to pay attention to them
 now

.

1990s:In the 1990s the num
ber of m

en, w
om

en and
children w

ho w
ere hom

eless on any given day w
as

increasing ever still. A
lthough this decade represents a

m
assive accum

ulation of w
ealth for m

any, the econom
ic

status of hom
eless people

did not im
prove. T

he barri-
ers preventing them

 from
being 

able 
to 

successfully
com

pete for jobs included a
lack of com

puter skills, no
address, no place to show

er
and w

ash clothes, a résum
é

w
ith w

hole years m
issing

from
 the job m

arket, past
incarceration, sleep depriva-
tion and the loss of front
teeth to nam

e a few
. For us as

a society, hom
elessness fell

from
 grace. It becam

e too
large a problem

 to solve w
hen no silver bullet could be

found. W
e w

anted it to sim
ply go aw

ay, and w
hen it did-

n’t w
e pretended it did not exist. In the 90s, people deal-

ing w
ith hom

elessness becam
e invisible.

By the end of this decade, a transform
ative dis-

cussion am
ong hom

eless people began to take place.
T

hey w
ere telling them

selves and anyone else w
ho

w
ould listen that they did not feel asham

ed because they
w

ere poor. In fact they began to have a keener sense of
capitalism

.  T
hey realized their country’s econom

ic sys-
tem

 needed them
 to thrive.

2000s:In this decade, the State of O
regon has faced

one of its m
ore dire econom

ic dow
nturns. W

hat this has
m

eant for hom
eless peo-

ple is the loss of m
edical

benefits, including life-sav-
ing 

prescriptions, 
and

housing. T
his prioritized

budgeting has m
ade them

expendable: likely to be or
m

eant to be sacrificed or
be destroyed.

‘A
t Sisters, it isn’t

necessary to be
hatefu

l, because it
is so easy to be lov-
ing. It isn’t neces-
sary to prove your-
self, because each

person w
ho enters is

m
et w

ith a sm
ile, a

first-n
am

e greetin
g

an
d an

 in
vitation

to eat.’

cro
ssro

ad
s

people’s organi-
zation has iden-
tified these bar-
riers to eradicat-
ing the institu-
tion of hom

e-
lessness: 
1. A

ccess to
services is lim

it-
ed due to: red
tape and hoops;
scarce
resources w

ithin
organizations;
decentralized
services; and
decline in public
assistance.
2. B

arriers to
em

ploym
ent

are: low
 w

ages;
lack of jobs;
previous incar-
ceration; the
econom

ic sys-
tem

; and insuffi-
cient education. 
3.  B

arriers to
accessing hous-
ing include: lack
of affordable
housing units
(0-30 percent
M

edian F
am

ily
Incom

e [M
F

I]);
cost of hous-

ing/rentals; and
previous incar-
ceration. 
4. B

arriers
caused by prej-
udice and fear
are: biases and
stereotypes;
ignorance about
hom

elessness
(by the public,
police, city
w

orkers, etc.);
and crim

inaliza-
tion of hom

eless
people.  
5. B

arriers
caused by lack
of prioritization
of issues caus-
ing hom

eless-
ness: lack of
political w

ill to
end hom

eless-
ness. 
6. B

arriers relat-
ed to personal
history include:
addictive disor-
ders; dom

estic
violence; fam

ily
background
issues; and lack
of skills and
capabilities.  
7. B

arriers to
accessing phys-

‘T
he café’s staff and

board em
brace the

notion that a society
can change w

hen
people begin to m

ake
changes in their

daily life.’

CCaarrnniittaass  àà  llaa  CCaasseerraa  rreecciippee
�� U

SD
A

cans of pork or beef (or equivalent TV
P)

�
 chopped onions
�� tbsp garlic pow

der

 tbsp oregano

�� tbsp cum
in

� cans green chiles
	
 corn tortillas

�� Preheat oven to ���°F (��
°C)
�� Rinse m

eat in cold running w
ater to rem

ove fat (or
soak TV

P
in boiling w

ater� let it stand until all w
ater is

absorbed)�
�� Chop m

eat to sm
all pieces�

�� In large m
ixing bow

l� thoroughly com
bine m

eat�
onion� spices and green chiles�
�� Place the m

ixture evenly in ��inch (�
 cm
) pans�

Cover w
ith foil�

	� Cook in oven until done� about �
 to �� m
inutes� The

m
ixture w

ill be done w
hen it reaches a tem

perature of
���°F

(	�°C)� 

� Serve w

ith tw
o corn tortillas�

N
ote:W

hen fresh cilantro is available� add it chopped
to the m

ixture before cooking�


