It's Homeless Out Tonight

by David Quammen, reproduced from a-roof-for-awhile. He closed the letter saying “lI hope that this
NCH.NEWS... found at Karen made the arrangements with the church whereplanation has cleared up your confusion about our
www.nationalhomeless.org we stored Grace’s boxes. She’s helping the church witeatment of homeless.”

Pittsburgh the transition of integration. She’s homeless-with-a-roof. | wasn’t confused and told him so. “My point,

| spend a lot of time thinking about the homeless in Most Americans don’t look at people who aréowever, deals more with Mr. Mish’s (Editor in Chief)
our country (USA). In fact, that's about all | think abouhomeless-with-a-roof as being homeless at all. | meamening paragraph of the (ninth edition) Preface: ‘This
these days. One reason is that’s what | am - homel@gsnot like being homeless-on-the-street. But then, thejctionary is meant to serve the general public as its
It's the second time I've been homeless in the last teaunt the homeless-in-a-shelter the same as they cathief source of information about the words of our
years. the homeless-on-the-street. Or the homeless-in-a-tdahguage. The school or college student, the office
A lot of people wouldn't agree with me that I'mOr the homeless-on-a-bench. worker, the home user - all will find this Collegiate a
homeless. | don't fit the definition some have created Most of us who are homeless-with-a-roof exist thereliable guide to understanding the English of our day
and others believe. I've got a roof over my head awth the wings of prayer, subject to the whims of chaneed communicating in it.”
they only count those who are on the street. or the fancy or others. It's tenuous, at best. Yet evenThe opening paragraph on the inside front cover of
I fit the definition better the first time | was homelesswith this precarious hold on life, the homeless-with-dhe dust jacket cites the sale of more than 11,000,000
I lived in my van then. It was a van conversion, so someof fall in a crack that few even attempt to count. Inardcover copies of the Eighth Edition while it was in
didn’t look at me as being exactly homeless. | hadfact, the latest census admittedly undercounted tpent, and it had the same definition as the ninth. No
roof over my head. homeless-on-the-street but the government has decigexhder we misunderstand the problem if such a reliable
LeRoy wouldn’t agree that I'm homeless. Heo let false information stand. source only recently defined it the way we speak of it
appreciated the cold shower, clean pants, shirt, socksNebsters’ Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary doesn’using the English of our day. Even at that, the definition
& underwear | gave him. He also appreciated the joleven have a definition of homeless that fits any of tiehardly adequate, given the magnitude of the problem
got for him even though he didn’t keep it long. He easbove. Mr. Stephen J. Perrault of Merriam-Webster Irend the consequence to millions of America’s homeless.
out of garbage cans a lot. He’'s homeless-on-the-stréeld me in a letter that “. . . you have misunderstood our Mr. Perrault really didn’t have to tell me “If you look
Quent doesn’t think I'm homeless. I've got a reguldreatment of this term (homeless) . . .”. He went on &gain, | think it will be quite clear to you that the
place to stay. He goes from his folk’s house to the strealy “Derivative words whose meanings are considerdefinitions you've cited (in the ninth edition) are not
or a friends place, mostly the streets. He comes arowdf- explanatory are often treated as undefined run-atedfinitions of homeless.” | know that, Stephen J. | know
for cigarettes and keeps asking to cut the grass foinaur dictionaries as a way of saving space.” it very well.
few bucks. He’'s thirty-one and would like a steady job, Yetthey took four lines in their ninth edition to define The various people who do such things estimate our
but he needs some nurturing to break a few old habitse derivative homeless-at home, using such wordshasneless at anywhere from 600,000 to 3,000,000. |
He’s homeless-with-a-roof-now-and-then. relaxed and comfortable, at ease, in harmony with ttiénk it's more like seven to ten million, but then | look
Abraham probably would agree that I'm homelessurroundings and on familiar grounds. He tells me thatthomelessness differently. | count the homeless-with-
He’s homeless like me - he’s got a roof over his heatie tenth edition published this past May now definesroof with all the other undefined run-on’s that may or
He’s an elder in the Ministry of Help around the cornelnomeless as having no home or permanent placentdy not be part of the English of our day.
He helps a lot of people spiritually and otherly. He ardsidence. After taking four lines to discuss an archaic However you define it, however you count it, it's
I moved Grace’s boxes to a church basement when sise of the word that isn’'t even close, | would hayegomeless-out-tonight for millions of Americans. Until
was facing being homeless-on-the-street, rather thewpected a word that defines such a major problemvire change how we think of it and what we do about it,
homeless-with-a-roof. Right now, she’s homeless-witlour country to at least be given equal space in their botkkmorrow night won’t be any better.

Mike Savage, Liberal Canadian Mental Health Association
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