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ChaRas

The Improbable Dome Builders
by Syeus Mottel

In 1970 a meeting was held in an
empty loft of a condemned factory
building on the Lower East Side of
Manhattan. Although it was the setting
for a motion picture gangster gather-
ing, it was the first dramatic encoun-
ter between R. Buckminster Fuller, the
celebrated and revolutionary architect
and inventor of the geodesic dome,
and six ex-street gang members who
called themselves "CHARAS."

As a group, CHARAS was interested
in physically altering the housing con-
ditions of their immediate neighbor-
hood. Unfortunately though, their
skills were basic and their educational
background limited.

After a few hours, despite all the
impossible barriers between "Bucky”
and these "'street people,” they found
themselves in an earnest rap session.
Somehow Bucky had turned them on,
and their excitement and commitment
became apparent. It was late into the
night when the meeting finally came
to an end. The young men of CHARAS
had decided that they wanted to begin
actively implementing Bucky's ideas.

Thus began a unique project under
the guidance of Fuller and his assist-
ant Michael Ben-Eli, both of whom be-
lieved that these young men had great
untapped potentials.

After a period devoted to the inten-
sive study of solid geomelry, spherical
trigonometry, principles of dome
building, and a myriad of related sub-
jects conducted by Michael Ben-Eli,
CHARAS broke ground to construct a
geodesic dome for their community
on a plot of land in the shadow of the
Manhattan Bridge.

{conlinued on back flap)
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AUTHOR'S NOTE

The story in this book revolves around CHARAS—a community ac-
tion group—and an event. a unique project that R. Buckminster Full-
er and Michael Ben Eli had developed with its members. For five
months (September, 1972 to January, 1973), on a nearly day by
day process of observation and encounter, | lived through the ela-
tion, drudgery, lassitude, conviviality, depression, exhaustive effort,
humor, rage and eventual success of the young men and women of
CHARAS. The process of discovery was equally vibrant for me.

In my other activities as a theatre/film director and photog-
rapher, | have usually been in a controlling position. It was highly
revealing to be the reacter and recorder of an event rather than the
initiator or guide of an event. | observed the strengths and weak-
nesses of others and had to adapt my eqguilibrium to whatever was
being projected without overt judgement or comment. My function
was to be there and absorb the situation without conscious selection.

There were moments of great exhilaration as well as moments of
ennui. The entire event was a lesson in inter-personal and group dy-
namics. It was a testimonial to the extraordinary forces buried in all
people but seldom tapped. | can only express my thanks to all who
made this event possible and my participation viable. It was a totally
absorbing and enriching adventure. | look forward to the next one.

August, 1973






Man born absolutely helpless and uninformed had to live through
ages of ignorance and scarcity. Only a minute percentage became
privileged minorities who physically overpowered other man and
managed to live in relative abundance.

What we are coming into now is an extraordinary new era in
which all of humanity is learning enough about productivity and
nature's generalized principles to discover that not only can we take
care of the few but also provide for all, taking care of the 99 per cent
of humanity who up to now were havenots. And this is not a matter
of one wise man or a few wise men providing for the ignorant 99 per
cent. It is a matter of the 99 per cent becoming literate and knowing
what it's all about.

All around the world, extraordinary communication systems are
developing. This is a recent development, unique to our century, in
which every human is becoming aware of everybody else, which
makes the young realize that the old world has been going on out-
worn principles, and encourages the young to go forth spontane-
ously and intuitively to make mutually logical and desirable moves.

People who have been in the most abject poverty—who were
the most "led,” or who were the most illiterate, under influence of
economic pressures, such as that of mechanization of farming—
began to flow into the big cities and got really stranded and were
victimized in a myriad of ways.




So we have in great cities like New York or Chicago or Los An-
geles a fantastic amount of destitute humanity, with people greatly
demoralized, trapped in the pattern of yesterday's ignorance.

There is nothing more exciting to me now than the fact that
within the community on these streets | find leaders emerging who
don't just want to take the law into their own hands, who don't just
want to protest, but who, with a very deep and intuitive earnestness
and dawning awareness, want to make things work

To my amazement | found myself being called in o help gang
leaders in Chicago, New York, and Los Angeles. At first when |
came to meet with them, my language scared them; they shied
away. But then they came back again to develop projects with some
of my young associates and students,

In particular, a group in New York, once a part of the Real Greatl
Society and now called CHARAS, could stand up in great calmness
and equanimity and say, "We have got heads on our shoulders, and
we can employ them to work out something new and useful.”

They had heard about my geodesic domes, and they thought
maybe they'd like to get into the country, put up a few of these
domes, and start living away from the congested streets in contact
with nature. They wanted to know how to build such domes, how to
make them, to calculate and design them, although most of them
had not even gotten into high school. let alone finished one.

My young friend Michael Ben-Eli, who has worked with me with
students in Africa and other places around the world, was able to
teach these people and work with them so that after four months
they actually acquired spherical trigonometry and were building
their own geodesic dome.

The CHARAS group, as a prototype operation of human beings,
caught on intuitively that they are really endowed from birth with
great intellectual capabilities and they can really employ them, even
though they did not go through school. They are able suddenly to
master environmental controlling and to realize that they are going
to make the breakthroughs. Instead of knocking other people down,
with the false idea that "somebody's got to die so that | can live,” the
kids and the gangs in the streets of New York are becoming spon-
taneously aware—literate and confident—that there is enough to go
around for everybody—that it's got to be you and me. The move-
ment is in the streets, and it is wonderful news for humanity. The
people | see in CHARAS are beautiful people, and their work is the
best news | know,

©1973 by A. Buckminister Fuller




It was 1964 and there was a stirring in the land. We had the dream
and the shock of the Mew Frontier. We were now being promised
the Great Society. And some earnestly wanted to believe that there
was hope.

Two young men, Carlos Garcia (known as Chino) and Angelo
Gonzalez, Jr., had known the squalor and degradation of being poor
in a rich land. Their anger and energy had pushed them into the
gang-ariented world of the Lower East Side of Manhattan.

Chino, at twelve, had joined the Assassins that dominated the
Chelsia area of Lower West Side Manhattan. Angelo was the rec-
ognized leader. It did not take long before Chino had become the
“war lord” responsible for arbitrating or organizing the endless
number of rumbles with the Sportsmen gang and others. A born
leader who had dropped out of school at the ninth grade without
the ability to read or write, he was good at getting people to
listen to him. Soon, after meeting Angelo (another gang leader in
the Houston Street and East River Section of the Lower East Side), An-
gelo had Chino establish a younger division of the Dragons. The
group became the feared Assassins of First Street and the Lower East
Side. Together they soon numbered nearly eight hundred young
men and theirattending girls.

In their early teens they had become hardened to the street life
of their area. They knew how to hustle. Very little was sacred or of
consequence to them. To survive was their only credo. And survive
they did—through gang wars, reform schools, police harassment,
and the neglect of society. Whatever dirt was being handed out,
they, somehow, withstood it. .

In November of 1964, Chino and Angelo met again at a party.
Chino had returned from Puerto Rico. Angelo had returned from
Coxachie Prison in upstate New York. It had been suggested that
Chino remove himself from the streets of New York for a year. The
suggestion had been offered by the New York Police Department.
There had been too many incidents leading the police to believe
Chino had become a definite threat to them, others in the commu-
nity, and himself,

Angelo had been convicted of an attempted murder charge and
had done three years in Coxachie prison. He knew he was a marked
man. Any nonsense now would put him away for a long time. He
wanted his new freedom undisturbed. He had done a lot of thinking
in jail. But here was the street again. The streets were dirty, the peo-
ple uncared for, spirit was lacking, and an easy place to “nod out”
of the misery and hopelessness. Drugs had begun to dominate the
lives of many people Angeloand Chino knew.

They wanted to move into the tomorrow of their lives rather
than the violence of yesterday or the emptiness of the now they saw
around them. People on TV and radio were talking about the "Great
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Society” and they wanted in. So they began to talk. For days, weeks,
it seemed to go on forever. Each time they met, Chino or Angelo
brought another friend who then brought his. It was like a pyramid
club. And they all talked about how they could begin remaking their
lives to join this new thing called a Great Society.

They first formed a romantic idea of organizing a mercenary
army to invade Cuba. This idea slowly was replaced with thoughts
of how they could—constructively—do something about the poverty
and delinquency around them. They were now beginning to call
themselves the Real Great Society because that was what they real-
ly wanted to be: really great.

Angelo had met a young man named Mike Good who worked as
a counselor at Bonitas Youth Services, a neighborhood settlement
house. Mike had been a disillusioned college dropout. He had found
a sense of purpose on the Lower East Side. It was not long before
Mike had turned over his apartment on East 6th Street to Angelo,
Chino and the new members of the Real Great Society. He recog-
nized the basic energy and skill of Chino and Angelo. Both had
been gang leaders and were now using their old talents and tech-
niques to persuade other gangs to join them. But this time it was to
live, not fight over inconsequential turf. Now they wanted to fight
the real enemies: poverty, poor housing, lack of education, aliena-
tion, and the inadequacy of work skills or the opportunity to learn
any. These were their true enemies and they wanted solutions.

Mike helped them realize their full leadership capacity. Chino
and Angelo, as gang leaders, in essence had organized small corpo-
rate states. Each member had specific duties and responsibilities
and was held accountable. Why not do the very same now but
change the orientation and eventual goal. Mike called his brother
Fred to join him. Fred had completed two years in the army as a
lieutenant and was now thinking of becoming a painter. He was
really at loose-ends but had developed a knack for writing proposals
to foundations for support.

The apartment on East 6th Street overflowed with people and
activity. Mike and Fred asked the landlord to give them the entire
building as a headquarters. To everyone's amazement, the landlord
agreed. Fred now fervently worked sorting the vast accumulation of
paper work and details of the bureaucratic world. This approach to
problem-solving was very new to all of the Lower East Siders. They
usually resolved their problems with a fist, knife or gun. Words on
paper and columns of numbers were a new bag. But they held to-
gether and learned. They also failed and learned from the failures.

The years between 1964 and 1968 were engrossing and varied
for the RGS members, Dr. Charles Slack, of Harvard, became RGS's
publicity director and arranged speaking engagements for them

8 around the country. They spoke to kids in Albuguerque, inmates at

Alabama State Prison, a psychologists' convention in Philadelphia,
criminology classes at the University of Wisconsin—wherever and to
whoever would listen to their story or wanted to pick their brains
about the stress and tensions of living in ghettos of poverty and so-
cial neglect. They were becoming celebrities; newspapers, maga-
zines and TV covered their excursions across the country and their
early activities on the Lower East Side. At this time, they had little to
offer except a concept of a new life-force for the usually negative
elements of underprivileged and disillusioned youth of center city
areas. There was great flux among the members. Some felt there
was too much talk and running around the country, that the basic
issues of the ghetto were not being resolved. But Chino and Angelo
and a hearty few continued. To their great surprise, a man running
an Office of Economic Opportunity (OEQ) program in Virginia
joined them when his program was phased out because of local ra-
cial prejudice. Bill Watman volunteered his aid and soon teamed up
with Fred Good to form the official foundation-support, application-
writing team. They sent out applications to twenty foundations and
the Office of Economic Opportunity in Washington. There was hope
that with financial assistance, they could begin active programs on
the Lower East Side, and ease their constant money problem.

Mountains of paper began to flood the apartment on East Gth
Street. Sorting and filing application forms and correspondence
became a constant task. The boys from the street stood about in
amazement and bewilderment at the activities and drive of Bill and
Fred. Here were two white dudes wanting to help them without any
ax to grind. This was not like the world they had grown up knowing.

It was not until January, 1967 that they first saw any results
from this avalanche of paperwork. The Vincent Astor Foundation
came through with $15,000 to support RGS' desire for small busi-
ness prospects. By beautiful coincidence, RGS' non-profit charter
from the State of Mew York arrived at about the same time. Sudden-
ly. they were in business for real. The Real Great Society was now a
tangible entity. And the young men were determined to make a suc-
cess of this new opportunity. They carefully scrutinized every ven-
ture proposed to them as if they were General Motors handing out a
franchise. They wanted as many diverse business enterprises they
felt they could handle and that could become successful. A disco-
theque called the Fabulous Latin House on 14th Street, a leather
shop on Avenue A, a Blimpies Base on the East Side, a boutique on
Upper Broadway, and a Westinghouse teaching machine on 6th
Street open to the public were just some of the business ventures.

In 1967, one of the RGS' most ambitious plans was initiated. It is
still in progress. They opened storefront schools for teaching read-
ing and basic math in East Harlem and the Lower East Side. There
were soon over 800 registered students and faculty enrolled in the
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University of the Streets. Classes were on a one-to-one basis or in
small informal gatherings at the various storefronts or at students’
apartments. Everything from calculus to origami was being taught,
It was inspiring to see the zeal and interest of both students and
teachers. School was never like this nor was the incentive ever more
evident.

With all the activity—success and failure—of the 1964-68
period, Chino and Angelo never lost sight of basic problems that
affected the Lower East Side. It was these very problems that had
pushed them into gangs and crime. These same problems were now
causing many of their sisters and brothers to use drugs and to be-
come victims of all the evils of addiction. They realized that housing
was basic to the cause and effect of life patterns. The housing on
the Lower East Side, by and large, consists of substandard slum
buildings and neglected properties owned by absentee landlords.
Projects began to dot the streets of the Lower East Side but many of
these soon became depressed areas and prime targets for crime and
drugs. New concepts of housing had to be investigated and new
life styles had to be implemented to make the new conditions work.

The RGS members had, all along, worked as house painters,
electricians, plumbers, carpenters, and general fix-it operators to
support themselves and their activities. But no concerted programs
were ever really started. They attempted organizing a contracting
business but soon discovered they did not have the business exper-
tise for commercial competition. They also began working with an
East Harlem civic group interested in developing its own co-op hous-
ing. This enterprise reached fruition long after RGS' initial influ-
ence and presence ended. But most significantly, because of Fred
Good's curiousity, Chino came across the name of R. Buckminster
Fuller. He had heard that Bucky had very different ideas about the
problems of housing and the human condition. Maybe it was the
outlaw in Chino (for he had known what it was like to be outside
established society) and the basic individualism of Bucky's ideas
(also very much outside the usual path of society) that made the
first impressions.

In March of 1968, Fred made contact with Bucky and asked if he
would come and speak to RGS. To his great surprise, Bucky con-
sented eagerly. A large group of Lower East Side people gathered in
a bare loft on East Tth Street. They came to listen to a New England
WASP who spoke in an accent they did not quite understand and in
language and images that were foreign to most of them. The gap of
culture, education, generation, condition, and awareness was ines-
capable. Yet a magical thing occurred. Although many of those
present did not understand what Bucky was saying, they did listen
intently.

Bucky talked to them about man's technological growth and de-

velopment. Quickly, the RGS people and friends came to under-
stand that Bucky was not another white bureaucrat talking stop-gap
social programs. Bucky was talking to them (as he does with all his
audiences) about fundamental changes that must occur throughout
the world. He was talking about the development of a world
community.

This struck home to his audience. They were deeply concerned
about creating greater community involvement and awareness
among their own people of the Lower East Side. They had realized it
was, somehow, necessary to begin with the microcosm of their own
neighborhood before approaching the macrocosm of the whole sys-
tem. Bucky's words and images touched their aspirations for a
world based on true equality and plenty.

This short man, in his black suit, looked like a bank clerk or
nondescript math teacher rather than an inspiring figure. His white
crew cut, heavy-lensed black framed glasses and hearing aid were
strange sights to the casually dressed, awkward and, at times, rest-
less audience. Most of them had little formal education or exposure
to conceptual thinking. But here was this different little man spilling
forth words at an incredible speed telling them they were part of the
entire world system.

He was making them believe their existence was not a question
of chance but, rather, a question of choice. Bucky was telling them
they could do whatever they wanted if they wanted and worked at it
hard enough. This was not pollyanna political rhetoric he was giving
them but hard thoughts of constructive perception. He was trying to
imply they were not victims but potential victors. Bucky was saying
that the current system demanded survival of the fittest. But he en-
visioned a new system based upon anticipatory knowledge of a
problem, researching the problem, and then coming up with a de-
sign to solve the problem on a global basis. He was telling them it
was more important to reform the environment than to reform men.
Men, he believes, will follow the environmental change and improve.

His concept of doing more with less was at the very root of all
his thinking. People didn't need vast wealth to change the things af-
fecting them. What they needed were skills to make these changes.
He was saying their own experiences were wealth (his definition of
wealth being energy directed by knowledge) and, therefore, they
could learn from each other.

Somehow, they knew he was saying something very important
to them and to many beyond themselves, They felt his truth and
genuineness. The group caught his enthusiasm and energy. They
felt his vibes and it felt good.

He talked for five hours. No one had ever talked to them that
long in their collective experience. He talked to them as equals and
fellow contributors to a new direction. By the time this first session
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ended, Bucky had acquired a devoted group of travelers on "Space-
ship Earth."”

The people who were later to form CHARAS listened to R.
Buckminster Fuller more intently than the rest and began to see
their world in a different fashion. He opened new areas in their
minds and hearts. Now they wanted these spaces filled. They would
later begin work on planning and building domes Bucky had long
ago conceived and designed. The dome, as a structure, was impor-
tant in changing many of man's attitudes towards building anything.
The dome, more importantly, is an introduction to the whole system
of thought Bucky has developed for man’s survival and utopian
technological growth that can set man free from needless drudgery.
For months afterwards, some of those who had heard Bucky con-
tinued their own discussions and "rap” sessions. Very soon, a small
band of six seemed committed. They decided they wanted to work
independently of the RGS operation. And so CHARAS was created
as an acronym and as a concept.

Chino Garcia, Humberto Crespo, Angelo Gonzalez, Roy Bat-
tiste, Anthony Figueroa, and Sal Becker. Six young men who had a
bond of childhood poverty, neglect, street life, gang warfare, drugs
and crime, aimlessness, and spiritual depression banded together to
find new paths for themselves and the small world around them.
They didn't know where they were going but they knew they did not
want to stay where they were. In the writings and philosophy of
Bucky and related thinkers, they began to discover a new direction
that had cohesion and purpose.

They talked endlessly. They joined Outward Bound, a survival
training program, and traveled to Mexico together. They tested their
own strength and faith and that of the others. They lived together,
goofed together, worked together, cooked meals together, partied
together, and talked constantly. At this period, they had met with
Ed Schfosmerg, an associate of Fuller, who basically spent time
rapping about his systems of thought and inquiring into the think-
Ing processes of the six of CHARAS and whoever else was around
to listen. Finally, they decided it was time to ask Bucky to come and
talk to them again. It was early 1969 when Bucky came and talked
furthgr with these young men and their friends. He now suggested
lheg involve themselves in dome-building projects. They accepted
the idea eagerly but confessed their ignarance.

Bucky then asked his assistant, Michael Ben Eli, to go to New
York and develop a program with CHARAS. Michael intended to in-
troduce the CHARAS group to dome mathematics and thinking. Mi-
chael was an lIsraeli architect completing his Ph.D. at the Brunel
University in London but spending nearly all his time with Bucky

22 and his varied projects, He was very systematic in his approach.

Michael introduced the blackboard to his sessions as a vital teach-
ing tool. This quickly turned off many of those present. A
blackboard was reminiscent of very bad days in school. But Michael
persevered and so did many of the CHARAS group. They had their
good days and bad days. Without any money, equipment or regular
meeting place, Michael and the group struggled for a year of intense
effort.

Chino, who had learned to read and write when he was nearly
twenty, had difficulty following the mathematics of dome building.
But he understood its impact and held on. Angelo had developed a
very involved marital existence and was constantly being drawn
away. Humberto, who was active in hustling anything the group
needed and really grooving with the mechanics of dome building,
died in a car crash in Maryland while helping a junkie friend go
through a cold-turkey period. Anthony was getting more and more
caught up in his new career as an artist and actor. Sal met a young
lady at one of the sessions. They soon married and he very strongly
felt the responsibility of supporting his wife and expected child.
Roy, who had a background in IBM computer repair work, remained
steadfast. He quickly learned the concepts of spherical trigonome-
try, solid geometry, and dome math. Although his personal life was
not all that secure or well-regulated, Roy devoted himself to working
with Michael and attracting new people to CHARAS.

By early 1970, Roy had been able to obtain open loft space in a
condemned building owned by the city. So at 303 Cherry Street,
CHARAS finally found a semi-permanent home courtesy of the
Housing and Urban Development Corp. of New York City for a
token rental of five dollars per month. It was here that Roy and
others were to live together and work on their dome-building train-

ing and planning.




Michael, who was traveling between London and the LS. on
what seemed like a shuttle system, kept up a running d.ialngue w:tlh
Roy and Chino, his studies in London and activities W.ITT'I Bucky in
Carbondale. He soon began clocking as many hours in the air as
Bucky does. The amazing thing about this period was that Michael
had extremely limited income to do all that he was doing. Yet, some-
how, it was getting done.

The young men of CHARAS who lived at, or came through, 303
Cherry Street began implementing their training with two dumles
they created out of canvas and two-by-fours. They created two dis-
tinct and unusual work spaces. The transformation of open loft
space to dome interiors was astonishing. Despite the fact they had
no hot water, heat was irregular in winter and there were no bath
facilities, a whole life style began to emerge from this location. The
number of people who came through seemed to be endless. This in-
cluded local community people of all possible interests as well as
"uptown" people and dome “freaks” from all over the cquntry who
became aware of CHARAS' involvement with Bucky and Michael.

In the fall of 1970, Barry Cohen of the Environmental Research
Center of the School of Visual Arts heard of the Ellll_}ti'u'mES of
CHARAS. He visited the loft and said he was immensely 1rnpress§c_l.
He invited CHARAS to become the resident group at his new divi-
sion at the School of Visual Arts. CHARAS was active at the Center
through the Spring of 1971. In February, 14871, G!—EAHAS was a
prime exhibitor at the Waldort-Astoria Hotel convention of trje Ne_w
York Board of Trade dealing with Recycling Day celebrations In

w York City,

i Roy bac:me a part-time instructor at the Schqo_l of Visual Arts
during this period. But CHARAS itself was nol receiving any farm gf
support. The loft and its upkeep became the !ndwld!dal raspnnsu_;ul—
ity of those living there. The activities of CHARAS in the qlanmpg
and/or building of any domes became CHARAS' own financial
problem. Michael, Roy, and others in CHARAS had dgwsed a plan
for a sixty-foot dome they wished to erect as an experimental struc-
ture somewhere in upper New York state. It was CHARAS' mlentllon
to use this dome in a place where the people of the Lower East Side
could go and discover that trees grew freely and air was c!ean.

Because of the media exposure due to the School of vlsug! Arts
involvement and the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel appearance, s_pacanc at-
tention was finally directed at the activities of CHARAS. Michael and

Roy had been pursuing the construction of cardboard c_lomes as an
instant answer to disaster area housing or an inexpensive m_n::ld for
ferro-cement domes. To aid them in the financing of this project, an
application to the New York State Council on the Arts was sub-

284 mitted. The request was for $15,000 for a year. The application was

sent to the Council in May, 1971. It was not until December, 1971
that CHARAS received the first installment. In the interim period, to
continue and exist, money was borrowed from Bucky. This money
was used to publish a pamphlet on the activities of CHARAS and to
order the cardboard dies from the Container Corporation of Amer-
ica. For reasons both practical and emotional, it was decided that
the domes should be first built in NYC. It was these dies that
CHARAS used to erect their first experimental ferro-cement dome in
the East 80's of Manhattan during December, 1971. The site was to
be used eventually for urban development. Caught up in all kinds of
political wrangles, the site was lying empty. A group sponsored by
the Parks Council of New York City and the Vincent Astor Founda-
tion was using the land, later known as Ruppert Green, to present a
number of events highlighting ways in which city life could be made
more diverse and interesting on a local neighborhood basis. The
basic idea was to show how urban space could be converted to
make it accessible and useful to the people of the vicinity.

CHARAS was asked to participate. Michael and Roy thought it
an excellent idea. They could now test the mold structure and work
procedures under actual conditions. What they did not expect was
some of the coldest weather New York City had had for some time.
The CHARAS group preassembled the geodesic forms and fitted
them together at the Ruppert Green site. In three days, despite the
cold December weather, the dome was completed.

The entire neighborhood became intrigued with the project.
Many stood around in the cold observing the activities involved in
the erection of this strange-shaped object. Many more came
forward and asked if they could help. People who passed the site on
the first day of work, a Friday, and were told they could help in any
way they wanted o, rushed home to change their clothes and re-
turned to work late into the night. The same spirit continued over
the weekend. It was more a festival than a work crew. Even the bitter
cold did not deaden the excitement of all the participants—those in
CHARAS and the casual neighborhood people. The entire event
became an expression of communal enjoyment and fulfillment.

It was at this same time that the Council funding became avail-
able. The request for funds specifically eliminated any provisions for
salaries. Roy felt he wanted people's involvement to be based on
their willingness to cooperate and function rather than the money
derived from their efforts. Beyond the monies needed for equipment
and materials, the only funds set aside for the people of CHARAS
was a budget for the purchase of food supplies. As Roy remem-
bered saying, "We may be able to manage everything else, but eat-
ingisimportant.”

Now CHARAS dug into the work of preparing for the planning 25




of a sixty-foot dome. Michael and Roy spent many long days work-
ing out the mathematics of this complicated structure. It was not
until the summer of ‘72 that they realized this dome was too difficult
for the group to handle. They needed more experience in the basic
aspects of dome building. The idea of dome dwellings as an alter-
native form of low-income housing needed more investigation.

Behind the loft building serving as CHARAS' headquarters,
there were open blocks that had been razed for eventual low-
income project development. CHARAS requested permission from
the city and the Housing and Urban Development Corporation to
use one of these sites as their own experimental testing area. It was
hoped that a dome could be erected and left standing for two years
to test its durability under all weather conditions and urban stress.
The dome that was built at the Ruppert Green was, unfortunately,
torn down to allow for that site’s development.

All the necessary permissions were granted. CHARAS planned
to design and build two small domes at South and Jefferson Streets
on the Lower East Side. Both domes would have a 20-foot diame-
ter. One would be a hemisphere and the other a % of a sphere, with
10 and 15 foot heights respectively. It was thought that under di-
saster conditions, a family of four could live in either dome shelter.
Also, the advantage of being able to erect a complete dome in
three days of full effort could make it highly desirable. The eventual
cost of such a dome, if produced in mass, would not exceed $500
to $600. No other stable structure could be built so efficiently and
inexpensively. Therefore, Michael and Roy felt the need to continue
in this direction rather than further pursue the sixty-foot dome idea.
There was also the very practical consideration that the funding
from the New York State Council on the Arts did not allow for such
agrand-scale project.

Throughout all this time, life at the loft on Cherry Street con-
tinued developing its own particular style. Luis Lopez was now liv-
ing there full time as well as Roy. Luis worked at the Communica-
tions Division of Columbia University and was responsible for all the
eguipment that was used by the students. He enjoyed his work and
had a positive outlook towards all around him. Sometime after Luis
moved into the loft, Wilfred Lopez (not a relative) also moved in.
Everyone called Wilfred Beaver." He was quiet and kept to himself
a great deal but was always available whenever work was to be
done. Beaver had dropped out of college and was undecided about
his future. The fourth occasional resident was James Echevarria. He
lived with his family in the Bronx but was spending more time down-
town than uptown. He had become Roy's friend sometime earlier.
James had seen Roy through some difficult personal times and had
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they had to put in 12 to 15 hours of continuous work in impossible
weather conditions, they did it. And they did it with humor and good
“vibes" at all times. _
Wbiss is easily discernable, the whole struc'_cu_re of GHAHFH_.SL is
based upon volunteer participation. The organizing and susta!n_mg
of such a group is not easy. There are years of implanted nggatmsm
that must be overcome or minimized. The aspect of pfamltwe goal
orientation and achievement are dynamic problems. Chipping away
at this erosion is a debilitating and exhausting process. Most of

28 those involved with CHARAS had come from a negative life circum-

stance and little was expected in their present life relationships so
little was attempted. The continuity of action towards recognizable
ends is not easily achieved in this general environment.

During the late winter and early spring of '72 Michael and Roy
worked on the many details needed to be solved in anticipation of
summer dome building on the site around the corner from the loft.
Michael was very excited about working out a new mathematical
truncation for the dome design. Such a calculation had never been
attempted before. Roy was interested in working the ferro-cement
more efficiently than they had at the Ruppert Green.

Earlier in the year, Michael had met John Deline, a young paper-
board manufacturer whose company, Container Systems, is in Den-
ver. Once Michael had resolved the math problems, he went out to
Denver to experiment with the needed new sections and designs
for the dies. Deline offered Michael the full use of the experimental
facilities at his new plant. When all specifications were ready,
it was decided that it would be more convenient to have the paper-
board sections produced nearer Mew York. The order was then
placed with Container Corporation in Philadeiphia to build the dies
and to cut the new sections. Shipment was expected in May. Build-
ing would start in June. That seemed to be a reasonable schedule.
But Container Corporation soon informed CHARAS that they had
serious problems with their cutting machines. The size of each tri-
angular piece (approximately a 3' triangle) was slightly too large
for their machinery to hold the running roll of cardboard which had
to be held down with enough tension to allow for exact cuts. Mi-
chael traveled down to their Philadelphia factory several times to dis-
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James and Michael
assembling paper board ©
seclions.

cuss the problem with the company engineers. The dates for the
shipments was now pushed up to July. Further technical problems
were discovered and the shipmenis did not arrive until late August
and early September.

Roy's problem of trying to keep the various CHARAS partici-
pants involved and concerned during the summer months was very
difficult. It was at this time that one of Roy's brothers was found
floating dead in a neighborhood pool. Very soon after another
brother was seriously wounded in a knife fight. Roy's personal ex-
istence was very heavy. James heard about Roy's unfortunate cir-
cumstances and came downtown to spend some time with his bud-
dy, who had become very withdrawn. James got a car and a jug of
cognac and took Roy into the country for a week or so. They just
roamed throughout upper New York State. James allowed Roy to
work out his grief, anger, despair, without intrusion or advice. He
was just there to be a friend. They traveled about getting high and
falling out wherever they happened to stop. After a week or so, Roy
said it was time to get back to the city and work. James returned
to the loft with Roy and found he had become a member of CHARAS
without realizing he had embarked upon a new life direction,

As the cardboard triangles began arriving, small work crews
assembled them into diamond shaped sections. Each piece had
scored flaps that were folded to form a triangular box. Four such
triangular boxes formed the diamond pre-assembled "wall” section.
The sections were held together by bolts. It all fitted together like a
marvelously devised jigsaw puzzle.

Two domes were planned to nestle in the southeastern section
of the open site. Each dome was expected to be completed in three
days of work. Roy's major concern was having enough people to
function effectively. He knew he had the able assistance of James,
Luis, Beaver and Chino. Each, in turn, would be asking friends of his
to join them in their efforts. There were also many young people
from the neighborhood, such as Roberta Fulton and Mattie Small,
who could be depended upon. Beaver's friend, Felix Almodova, was
eager to assist. Tony Guitard, Roy's friend from the Bronx would be
faithful. Jose Cordero, Chino's friend who every one called "Brother
Marx"(of the Marx Brothers, that is), stated he would commit his full
time to get the domes up. David LaTouche and David Lorenzano,
from the Children’s Art Workshop on 6th Street, said they would be
available. Mark Spagnola, who lived in Jersey and met Roy at the
School of Visual Arts, would be around when needed, Al Santana
said he and his car would be at CHARAS' disposal whenever he was
free. And so it went, A loosely knit network of workers began to
form.

The assembly of the diamond sections for the two domes pro-
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wanted a fairly pleasant day to begin the work on the smaller dome
but the weather was very erratic. Most days it was cold, with im-
pending rain.

The word went out. Tuesday morning, October 31st at 9 a.m.,
the diamond sections were transported from the fourth-floor work
loft to the building site around the corner. Maneuvering the sections
down the stairwells was not an easy task. Several sections were
dented and one light fixture was neatly chopped off by one of the
wing-like sections. The darkened stair area made movement even
more precarious. But all the sections were finally out on the field by
two in the afternoon. Many of the sections resembled giant turtles
lying on their backs while basking in the sun. Several days before,
Roy, Michael, James and some of the neighborhood kids had
cleared two circular spaces and covered and leveled them with grav-
el. They then laid down a circle of two-inch planking that had been
painted with creosote, a water-resistant sticky liquid. When the sec-
tions were prepared for assembly. the wood was dry and ready. The
first diamond section was raised in place and bolted into the wood
base. Everyone stood back and admired the section standing strong
and resolute. There it was. The beginning of a dome on the Lower
East Side.

EH (B EE

1 i
X5 _B"“\-,'.. L
)
- "

= A
4

_ Work progressed evenly through the long afternoon and well
gg:_l;rl'lﬁ; Eduenigg. It was not until midnight that the dome would be
eted and covered with i i i

sspbindinliat ko ts polyethylene film sheeting as pro-

) EEveryone worked with quiet and good-humored ease. When he
didn’t l-:lnow what to do, he asked. No one demanded a break or
complained about the long hours and the increasing nighttime cold
There was no additional light to work with during the long evaningi
hours exlcept some weak flashlights. Yet the work went on until the
I.?st sechan_ was in place and securely bolted to its adjoining sec-
tion. 1t all fitted together. The mathematical calculations were cor-
rect and the building schematic had been properly drawn. Michael
and Roy modestly congratulated themselves. -
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Shortly before the last section had been fitted in place, Mattie
and Roberta came onto the site and announced that they had
cooked an enormous dinner for everyone. Most had not eaten all day
or evening. Some wine had been passed around in the early evening
but it went very quickly. Roy turned to Anthony, after the girls made
their announcement, and invited him to join the dinner feast. He was
pleased to accept.

Anthony Revelli, a carpenter’s helper who lived further up FDR
Drive, had come by the site at about four in the afternoon on his
bicycle. He had stopped to observe the guys working. He then rode
on. Soon he was back, edging closer to the fence for a better view.
Then he rode off but in a few minutes he was back again. He had
become intrigued with whatever it was that was happening inside
the fence. He finally asked one of the guys what was going on.
When he was told that a geodesic dome was being built, he was in-
credulous. "Who's paying you guys to do this,” he wanted to know.
He was told it was all volunteer labor, Now he |looked really sur-
prised. “You mean to say you guys have been out here all day with-
out any bread?" He was assured that no one was getting paid. He
wanted to know who was in charge. Roy came forward and was in-
troduced. Anthony wanted to know if CHARAS was a profit-making
organization. He was told it was not. “Then, man, can | help, too?”
He finally left the loft [after he along with everyone else had en-
Joyed the delicious dinner Mattie and Roberta had prepared) well
after 2 a.m., feeling he had made some friends and had partici-
pated insomething real.

The exhaustion that everyone felt that evening and the next day
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Assembly of the dome

aftracted Anthony to join
the effort.
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Lower East Side. An impossible feat had been achieved.

and government had long talked about the feasibility of dome struc-
tures fur general use. But except for a few prime exceptions
Bucky's dome structures were still an oddity in the archlteqturai
vocabulary. But here on the Lower East Side of Manhattan, a group

of ex-gang members ex-junkies, criminals, and |
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created a moment of history. | people had




Early Thursday morning, it began to rain. Many people who had
worked Tuesday arrived at the loft without being called. What could
they do if the dome was going to be threatened by the rain was what
they wanted to know. A second polyethylene sheet was quickly pur-
chased and pulled over the existing sheeting. Each sheet of poly-
ethylene measured 40 feet by 100 feet. As wind reached under the
sheet, it bellowed up and formed a giant sail. It was not easy to se-
cure this sheeting in the rain and the wind. But after nearly two
hours, all was fastened down. Everyone retreated to the loft space to
dry outand warm up.

It was not until the following Monday, Movember 6th, that the
weather was good enough to begin work on the second larger dome,
On the previous Friday, a New York Times reporter appeared and
interviewed Michael, Roy, and Chino rather taciturnly. The story
appeared on next to last page of the Saturday, November 4th issue.
That Saturday became visitors' day. Michael had brought some
business types down to see the small dome. Others, who had read
the story in the Times, dropped by all afternoon. Suddenly, anyone
who was involved with the dome building of the prior Tuesday and
was present, became a guide and explainer of CHARAS, geodesic
domes, Bucky Fuller's philosophy, and other whys and wherefores.
The site took on the atmosphere of a country fair.

Again, on this Monday, the diamond sections had to be carried
down from the fourth-floor work loft to the site. Actual piecing to-
gether of the preassembled sections did not begin until early after-
noon. While this was happening, a car drove up to the site and a

man strode across the field wanting to know who was in charge. He
had a _ca!rn but official manner about him. He was Joseph s{ein
Commissioner of Housing for the City of New York. He, too hac‘;
read the '_J"rmes article and was curious if a building plerr'nitr had
been thﬂ!ﬂ&d by CHARAS. Michael and Roy stated they had in-
tended do_lng s0 but just hadn't gotten around to it. The Commis-
sioner seriously suggested that a visit to his office would find his
staff very receptive and understanding. He understood the experi-
mental nature of the project. He merely wanted CHARAS pro-
tected against eventualities possible without the official permit
Everyone ?h_anked everyone and the Commissioner left. The Innl
arm of officialdom had finally reached out and tu:ruchedl C—HAF!A.SQ
T_he:.r had to subscribe to the rules and regulations no matter hml.lr
different they wanted their life-style to be or their concepts for
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Bottom of opposite page: Top
right, Sylvester John Perrone,

a construction superintendent
living in the neighborhood,
offers advice to Michael.

Top left, local Firemen
intrigued with the interior of

a newly completed dome shell,.
Bottom left, Commissioner
Joseph Stein and assistant
John Harvell discuss the need
for filing necessary papers
with the Dept. of Buildfgs as
Michael listens attentively.

Bottom right, Manhattan

Borough Superintendent
Cornelius F. Dennis, P.E.,
discusses filing plans.
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The building of the second dome proceeded without hitch or
problem. Because of delays, again, the dome was not complete until
late at night. This time, someone was able to rig an auto headlight to
storage batteries for some illumination. There was nothing to be
done about the cold. The night temperatures plunged downward to
the mid 20's. It was rough, but the six CHARAS people worked
through the long hours with absolutely no bitching about anything.
The need to complete the dome superseded their discomfort.

The events of the day did not go unrecorded. CBS-TV News
sent Lynn Sherr and a film crew to check out the dome building.
They spent about an hour filming and interviewing various CHARAS
people that were around. As it turned out, only the silent film foot-
age was used with Ms, Sherr's commantary. It appeared on the
& P.M. news. Interestingly enough, no one who was working on the
dome broke the work schedule to go to the loft and view the
pragram,




40

Tuesday was another day of exhaustion for everyone. The con-
sensus around the loft was they had to start earlier in the day so that
the arduous night work could be avoided. The combination of little
or no light and extreme cold made such working conditions very
difficult,

Late Tuesday night it began to rain. By Wednesday, the rainfall
had reached 5.2 inches, a record rainfall. The entire city was af-
fected. Subways were stalled. There were blackouts in sections of

Brooklyn and Queens. New York was totally wind-swept and
rain-sogged.

When Roy went out to check the domes at 10:30 A.M., he dis-
covered that various sections of the two domes were severely
stressed due to water leakage. The polyethylene had cracked along
staple punctures holding the sheeting in place. Roy immediately
went off to order more polyethylene sheeting. Once he had called
his supplier, he went back to the site and propped up the sagging
walls with lengths of lumber. It wasn’t until 3 P.M. that the sheeting
was delivered. At the same time David LaTouche and his friend
Christopher Miller came driving up to the site. With Roy, they fought
the wind and the rain. Covering the smaller dome was not that diffi-
cult, But the larger dome presented many problems. Wooden tri-
angular window sections had been placed into the large dome. The
wind had ripped at the plastic sufficiently to allow the wood edges
to cut through. To pull the plastic sheeting over the girth of the
dome, with record winds of more than 50 miles per hour tugging at
them and the rain pouring down, made the entire situation haz-
ardous and very tough. The rain formed large pools of water on the
sheeting, adding enormously to its weight and difficulty of handling.

It took four and a half hours to complete the salvage job on the
two domes. Everyone was drenched. Once back at the loft, clothes
were peeled off and hung to dry. The loft took on the air of a large
laundry room at a Turkish bath. Everyone sat around in the nude
waiting for his clothes to dry. Some tea was brewed and drunk. No
one really talked. Everyone felt too tired and miserable. What also
gnawed at everyone was the fear of permanent damage to the dome
structures. Slowly, as clothes dried enough to be worn, everyone
left the loft to Roy and his obvious doubts and worries.

Michael became sick from the battle with the elements. He had
come down to the site wearing nothing but a thin cotton jacket
under a 99¢ plastic raincoat and a polka dot rain hat, He looked |u-
dicrous and gave everyone the laugh that was needed. When the
sun finally came out on Friday, Roy gave Michael his telephone re-
port. The domes were not totally destroyed. True, some of the sec-
tions had to be replaced. But the structure was basically sound. The
smaller dome was harder hit than the larger and needed more re-
placement panels. Michael quickly suggested that new cardboard
triangles be ordered from Container Corporation. Roy laughed
quietly. He had just received the bill from Container. CGHARAS' bank
account did not have the money to cover that bill, if it were to be
paid immediately. Michael recommended that the order be placed
anyway. They would worry about paying the bills at some other
time. The important object now was to repair the domes and get
them ready for the ferro-cementing procedures.
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The following week was a combination of bad weat_her._l'-.-'lichael
suddenly having to fly to London for a week, Roy getting |rjuol1.red
with some local art groups that were forming an association for
easier funding, and general ennui on the part of many of the people
who hung around the loft. Tuesday of that week, another 1.61
inches of rain fell, further weakening the domes. More 1umber_ Wwas
brought in to prop up newly discovered sags. It was soon evident
that the sealer which Container had used on the corrogated r::a_rd—
board was not very water resilient. By Friday, Roy decided it was im-
perative that the large dome be dismantled and reassembled with
the excess triangles on hand. James and Roy did this job through
the weekend by themselves. Very few of the usual crew showed.
There seemed to be a feeling of desertion. Again, on Sunday, th_e
rain was pretty heavy and the endless job of getting the plastic
cover over the domes was again performed.

At about 10:30 P.M,, Roy took his dog out for a walk and to
check on the condition of the domes. As he turned the corner of
Cherry Street, he saw Fire Department trucks parked down the

44 block. A quick sprint brought Roy alongside the fence. The firemen

weresmashing the small dome into unrecognizable pieces. |n his usu-
al stoic state, he entered the field to inquire why this demolition was
going on,

Shortly before Roy arrived, a call had been placed to the Fire
Department reporting an intensely smoky fire burning at South and
Jefferson Streets. Fire Department Company 17 immediately re-
sponded. They discovered the small dome with heavy smoke billow-
ing out of it. In their overly zealous manner, they started to chop
and rip apart the entire plastic-covered cardboard structure.

Apparently, what had occurred was that an unknown person had
come into the dome for shelter from the rain and then, very neatly,
had built a grate firepit. Once the fire started, the smoke could not
escape since the dome was fully covered by plastic. In his haste to
retreat from this smoke-filled enclosure, the fire was kicked onto
some plastic sheeting that had been stored inside the dome. The
smoke from the burning plastic became even more profuse. Who-
ever had first entered the dome for the very reason it had been
erected, namely shelter, then fled into the soggy night. Up to the
point of the Fire Department’s arrival, the dome itself was not on fire
orinthreat of fire.
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But there it was. The small dome had been totally destroyed,
and. with it, many triangle sections that had been stored in it. Roy
returned to the loft and went to bed.

Michael returned from London late Monday evening and was
immediately hit with the news of the dome’s loss. On Tuesday, Mi-
chael came downtown and conferred with Roy. They would salvage
whatever they could from the destroyed sections. At least, the harad-
ware could be retrieved. James went out to the site and immediately
began stripping the destroyed cardboard sections of all their nuts
and bolts, That seemed to be the day’s activity. Nothing else could
be done until the new triangles arrived from the Container plant in
Philadelphia.

The next few days dwindled away into idle gatherings of people
who just “hung-out.” There was more rain over Saturday and Sun-
day morning. To complicate life further, the heating system at the
loft building failed. It became colder inside than outside. Even when




the sun broke through on Sunday afternoon, the spirit or willingness
to do anything was minimal. By Monday, Roy had come down with a
bad case of the flu and was laid out for the next three days. General
depression and defeat seemed to be in the air.

Chino met with Roy on the 29th and word went out that work
would be completed on the large dome at the first change in the
weather. It was not until December 3rd that the weather turned
friendly, with temperatures in the high 60's. It was a lovely day.
Work was started on the general repair of the sections so that the
first layer of a plastic sheet could be placed as a base for the
chicken-wire frame. This had to be done before the ferro-cementing
could be begun.

These activities continued into Monday. The dome was now
covered with a plastic shield. It would act as an insulator against
any more rain that might fall and as the necessary base for the ce-
menting. The rest of that week had both good and bad weather.
When it was good, people would show up but nothing was done.
Old, persistent feelings of negativism seemed to be evident.

On Monday, December 11th, Michael was leaving for a three-
week trip across the United States to visit various citrus juice plants
in preparation for a two-year job designing such a plant in Israel. He
wanted assurance that work would continue at CHARAS while he
was away. He helped Roy set the wood frame for the entrance to the
dome, He also had a long talk with Roy and, later, with Chino via
phone. Nevertheless, it was not until ten days later that further work
was considered. A cement mixer was picked up from one of the
local community groups in anticipation of the next large efforl. More
days of rain followed. And soon, the Christmas period was upon
everyone and only partying seemed to occupy everyone’s attention.
Two days after Christmas, work on the chickenwire frame was
started with Roy and James basically working alone. Sometimes, in
the days following, Felix, David or Beaver would be around to help.
But, it was primarily Roy's and James' show.

Mark and Roy scoring the paper board sections.
Upper middie, sections are assembled into diamond
patterns by Roy. Lower middle, plastic sheeting is
stapled to the wooden toundation blocks to protect
the cardboard from waler damage. Boltom, sheeling
is being cul to tautly shape around the dome frame.
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Final placement of paper board sections and
securing plastic covering to the dome's surface.




The exterior of the dome is covered with plastic sheeting, !fum'ng
strips stapled onto the surface and three layers of chicken wire are

applied tor cementing to follow.
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A stray dog became the
dome’s first tenant. Roy and
James discuss this probfem

with the neighborhoaod kids

Wooden window frames
awaiting to be fitted
into the dome.
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And then there was New Year's and more pre-event partying
and post-event recovery. Finally, on January 13, a large assembly of
people met at the site. The cement-mixer was rolled out of the Cher-
ry Street bullding and hooked up to a city lamp-post for needed cur-
rent. In the previous three weeks, in a haphazard fashion, the
chicken-wiring and other preparations for the cementing process had
been completed. Mow, with the cement-mixer whirring at the corner
of Jetferson and Water Streets, the last step in the completion of the
dome was to be accomplished.

With Michael's return to New York, preparation for final ce-
menting began. Although the weather was really too cold for
proper cementing, Roy thought if some anti-freeze was mixed in
with the water, all would be well. The large group of people who
had come to work were festive in their attitude. There was great
gusto and humor. David Lorenzano and Raymond |saacs became the
ace top-of-the-dome cementers. They easily and beautifully placed
themselves on the very top of the dome and troweled cement
quickly and with a sense of expertise that was great to observe. Of
course, neither had ever done this before. But, no one would
have known. The cry of "more cement” kept ringing up from all
over the dome.

Fairtield Hoban, of World
Magazine, assists the
transport of diamond

sections to the building site.

Ferro-cement being mixed
far application to dome's
chicken wired surface.




Work on the dome was moving ahead very rapidly. Even Mi-
chael's announcement that he will be getting married in late Febru-
ary, which both pleased and surprised many people, did not stop
the work tempo. Michael had to really get his back into the job to
keep up with the excellent efforts all around him. Everyone who was
there got into the cementing act: men, women, and children. Casual
strangers strolling by caught the infectious feeling and asked if
they could help.

It got dark early and work had to stop. The dome was covered,
once again, with the plastic sheeting. Michael and Roy were very
worried whether the next day's cementing would weld well with
the prior day's work. Ferro-cementing is usually done as one con-
tinuous activity to allow for even curing of the cement surfaces.
Well, they had gone this far. They had to take the chance.

The next morning, Sunday, everyone was working at 10 A.M.
Christopher Miller became the expert cementer and finisher. He
showed extraordinary dexterity at using two trowels simultaneously.
Christopher became the envy of all those working. Soon everyone
was trying to sneak a second trowel and adopt Christopher's
system.

Roy had placed himself at the cement-mixer and worked at
keeping the mixture of water and cement even throughout the two
days period. As had happened before, Michael observed that with-
out any real organization or visible working plan, everything seemed
to be falling into place and functioning well. The fact that everything
was going so well was amazing. People came and went during the
two days of cementing as they had done previously. One person
picked up where another left off. A sense of continunity existed when
work was actively approached but the looseness of organization
became more evidentin the slack periods.

By 1 P.M., when a picnic lunch break in the 30° sunshine was
called, it was visibly clear that the dome had been completely ce-
mented except for minor touches. The lunch of sandwiches, milk,
soda, and coffee was festive. Every-so-often someone would break
from the lunch area, where people sat on the ground, or on boxes,
and would slowly circle the dome with sandwich or drink in hand.
He would look at the dome with a glow of contentment. Others
had a look of sadness as if they would never again have the same
feeling of accomplishment and purpose that they had shared these
two days.

Michael and Roy conferred about the potential problem of the
two sections of cement joining and curing as one piece rather than
cracking or totally separating. They decided that keeping the dome
surface as wet as possible, for a few days, might solve the problem.
They wanted the “seam” of the two sections of cement to be par-

Lynn Tietenbacher, of the
Cr‘?f!dren’s Art Workshop,
M{ehaei and Christopher
Milier busy applying the
lerro-cement in the last
Stages of construction.
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The rest of the afternoon had the appearance of many small
tr::-wfl squares around the world. People just stood around joking,
talking, enjoying the syn in the brisk cold air, and having a feeling of
commonality. They had all, at one time or another, been part of this
event. It belonged to none of them and, yet, it belonged to all of
them. The dome had touched their lives as surely as they had phys-
ically created the dome. This somahow made them feel important
and together.

Bucky was speaking at Carnegie Hall that evening. When he
was told the dome had been completed that very afternoon, he
wanted to visit the dome the next day and changed his plans to be
free to do so. When the cab, on Monday afternoon, came to a rise
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The cabdriver had also gotten out of the car. He must have felt he
was seeing something special. Bucky walked back to the group and
softly said, "It's beautiful, isn't it?"

There are over 100,000 geodesic domes in the world today.
Bucky has designed or supervised the planning and construction
of most of them. He has seen domes that rose in one week become
concert halls. He has seen domes on Mt. Fuji in Japan and a dome
as the U.S.Pavillion at Expo '67 in Montreal. But the sense of pride
that glowed from him looking at this 15° high, 20" in diameter dome
was overwhelming,

Roy and a small band of guys were rounding the corner at
Cherry Street. As Bucky noticed them walking towards him, he moved
forward to join them. Roy and Bucky greeted each other in the mid-
dle of the Water Street thoroughfare. Bucky warmly grasped Roy's
hand. The others (Beaver, David Lorenzano, Mark Spagnola, Mark's
friend Joe Wider, and two neighborhood kids who just tagged along)
clustered around Bucky. Here was the man himself. This was the
cause of their holding together for so long. Here was the reason for
the change in their lives. This was the man that had affected them
very deeply, whether they knew it or not. And here he was being in-
troduced and saying “Bless you,” “thank you, thank you,” “you must
be very proud." Then Bucky introduced his wife, his secretary,
Shirley Swansen, and even asked the cabdriver to introduce himself
toeveryone.

The gate to the site was unlocked and the entire group crossed
the field. Bucky walked up to the dome and patted it gently. Michael
mentioned the problem they were expecting concerning the welding
of the "seams." Bucky looked at it and said he thought it would work
satisfactorily. He walked around the dome very slowly and quietly,
He then entered and studied the cardboard interior. He made some
comments about the water damage and possible steps to take to
preventit happening again.

Left, Bucky shows Stravos
Yazy, the cabbie, a test
section of cementing.

slow down so that he could look out _at the dome site with t_a-fashe.

Behind his thick lenses, his eyes squu'_tted very careiylly as if he

were trying to get the dome clearly in sight and not miss a nuance
raphy or construction. :

. [hf}:;pacgabpsu:ung onto Jefferson Street and stopped directly

across the street from the dome. Bucky climbed out quickly. Slowly

and alone. he walked toward the fence. He stood there for a long

60 moment and then turned to the group that had accompanied him.
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"It's a victory. It's a triumph,” Bucky said as he emerged from
the dome. He made it sound as if they had just completed a Taj Mahal
or other monument. His enthusiasm was infectuous and boundless.
Soon, everyone was laughing, standing around and just talking.

A young man came strolling towards the group. He asked if the
structure was a geodesic dome. When told it was, he smiled and
said, "l saw it from the highway and had to come over to check it
out." He mingled for a few moments. Someone mentioned to him that
the old man standing with the young men was Bucky. He looked dumb-
struck and mumbled some unintelligible comment. He then rushed
over to Bucky and began pumping his arm with fantastic zest. "l
don't believe it," he gushed. “"Bucky Fuller, really. Wow. | don't be-
lieve meeting you and shaking your hand.” He then turned away and
walked out of the field. The cabdriver, Stavros Yazy, turned to
someone and whispered, "Hey, is this man important or something?”
He was told some people think he is. "Well, it sure seems so here,”
he remarked and went to look at the dome more carefully.

Everyone posed for pictures at Bucky's insistence. He made it
feel like the opening of an impressive bridge or public building.
Everyone, suddenly, had a feeling of importance about himself and
the achievement of the dome structure. It wasn't really so extraordi-
nary. But considering where some of these people had come from
and where they were now, then, maybe, it was a milestone. This,
perhaps, was what Bucky felt and knew. And it was this sense of
growth and development that he wanted to communicate and
nurture.

The sun was beginning to set cutting across the Manhattan
Bridge, refracting its light into millions of spokes shooting up from
the bridge's metalwork. The air was getting chilly. Mrs. Fuller sug-
gested they return to the car. Bucky was reluctant to leave. He was
assured by Roy and the others that they appreciated his visit and
they knew he had to leave. Bucky reached out and embraced Roy,
Michael, and several others. The warmth of his parting seemed to
affect the air. Itdidn't feel so cold anymore.

The cab pulled away down towards South Street. The CHARAS
boys watched the cab disappear into the merging traffic and then
returned to the loft feeling at peace and, for the first time in a long
time, at ease. They sank into chairs and couches and just smiled,
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JAMES ECHEVARRIA

There is a deceptive quality about this lean, sinewy young man. He
has the physique of a long distance runner and seems to have the
taciturn manner attributed to that athlete. But upon further contact
and acquaintance, you discover James Echevarria to be a very dis-
arming and subtly humorous person. His sudden thrusts of ironic wit
expose him. There is a very warmhearted man under the straight-
faced attitude that is his usual demeanor.,

James is comparably new in the CHARAS ranks. Actually, he
first came down to the loft on Cherry Street to console his friend
Roy Battiste. On July 24, 1972, Roy's brother Orvin was found dead
in the Lower East Side Pitt Street Park Pool. July 25 was Roy's birth-
day. Several days earlier, another brother of Roy's, Peter, was se-
riously cut up in a knife fight. Both the fight and the death were drug
related.

James had been a very good friend of Orvin's. He knew that
Orwin's death would be a tremendous blow to Roy. James had be-
friended Roy when they both lived near each other in the Bronx.
James had become “tight" with Roy during many weekend-long
parties attended by their brothers, cousins and friends. They shared
similar outlooks on life although little was communicated directly,
James remembers that those weekends resembled gatherings of a
joyous and harmonious family.

Roy had not been involved with the drug culture as directly as
had his two brothers. James had one full year of involvement and
one year of trying to break out of his “habit.” He, therefore, could
have stronger sympathy and understanding of Roy's brothers' world
and behavior patterns. But he could also have compassion for the
agony he believed Roy would be experiencing at the news of his
brother's death,

James came to Cherry Street to “hang-out” with a friend during
a particularly trying moment. He discovered that Roy wanted to get
away from everything. They took off for upper New York State with
a jug of cognac and little else. Whatever association these two
young men had had previously was to be fully cemented during the
week they roamed through the countryside getting high and redis-
covering their friendship.

James was born on Welfare Island twenty-four years ago. He
grew up in Spanish Harlem and went to school there. He went on to
the Food and Maritime High School. James' father, brother, brother-
in-law, and three out of five uncles were active in the Merchant Ma-
rine. It was natural for him to think he wanted to follow in their
footsteps,
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Most of the time, while growing up, he was alone. His father was
usually away and his older brother had little time for him. Later, his
brother joined the Merchant Marine, leaving James with his mother
and his sister who was fourteen years older than he. Although his
mother was strict in his early years, she was not domineering.
James. to this day, has a good relationship with his mother and
cares for her needs and welfare as best he can.

Whatever contact James had with his father was abruptly ended
when he was five and his parents separated. He then found in his
cousin, Tony Guitard, the friendship he needed. They lived on the
same block and spent over twelve years together on that 119th
Street and Second Avenue insular "Barrio” ghetto world.

Entering high school meant going downtown into the foreign
and unknown territory of "Anglo” Manhattan. His existence till then
had been totally dominated by his neighborhood. A further compli-
cation at the beginning of his high school career was that he re-
tained. at fourteen, the baby-faced look of a ten-year-old. The fact
that his brother, Alvin, was a senior at the same school, coupled
with James' childish appearance and sophomore class standing,
meant that Alvin had to virtually ignore his younger brother while
schoaol was in session. That one year was very crucial to James. He
began to realize that his life was getting to be a serious matter. It
was no longer merely getting up in the morning and going to sleep
at night and filling the time in between as effortlessly as possible.

James recalls that marijuana was prevalent at about this period.
“At first it was getting high for laughter's sake,” James says softly.
His tone is always confidential and reassuring. “Yeah, we'd get high
and goofed all the time. Then came getting high and doing things.
Getting high was a secondary thing." James considers what he has
just said and a realization dawns upon him. "At first it was get high
and do anything. Then it was let's do something. We kind of ma-
tured as a group. That is, my brother and cousin Tony.”

The feelings of uncertainty that prevailed in his first year of high
school caused James to continue the pattern of “goofing” although
he was basically a good student, A broad smile escapes as James
remembers, | would always have to come out with jokes. But never
any serious trouble. Suspension just once or twice.” His smile has
now erupted into a self-satisfying laugh. “Yeah, only suspension,
For calling a teacher mother-fucker or something. But | got along
well with most of my teachers. They saw | had a mind but was just
goofing off most of the time.”

He managed to squeak through high school and went on to
New York Community College in downtown Brooklyn. He was plan-
ning to major in hotel and restaurant management. James' previous
levity has now become somewhat somber as he talks of that first

68 vear. “That first year in Community College was really a struggle. It

was really a hassle. The summer after my first year of college, |
shipped out aboard a ship to South America. I'd sit out on deck and
get high. Be relaxed. Feel so small in an ocean. | had time to think.
I'd think, 'Here | am. What am | going to do. Am | going to go back
to school and check it out to see if | could do it or cut out and try
something else Well, | went back to school and it was totally
different.

“l was looking for an education now. The first year | waited for
people to fill me in on things and to tell me books to read or reports
to do, But now | was making decisions about what | wanted to do,
what time | was going to spend doing it. | really used the library to
the utmost. It was a |ot better than waiting about for things. | began
to realize you must make things happen for yourself, within your-

}
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self. And, slowly, through the succeeding years | have been trying to
add to that basic belief.” _

James astonishes people when he becomes philosophic be-
cause it is a portion of his personality that he has only recently bgan
tapping and understanding. His usual aspect is of dogged attention
to his work or unexpected flashes of irony.

It is again evident when he describes the period after his grad-
uation from New York Community College. The sparkle of humor is
reflected in his eyes and his voice has the lilt of lightheartedness as
he says, “Yeah! Got out but | didn't want to get into the hotel in-
dustry. | wanted to try something else | was good at—numbers. |
had a straight A in accounting. | averaged 98 in Accounting on all
the tests combined throughout the two years at N.Y.C.C.

“So | got a job with an import and export house downtown. |
worked there for nine months in accounting. But then | didn't know
where to go from there. | didn't want to stay in accounting. It
seemed every time | tried something | found out | didn't really want
to stick with it. Except CHARAS. But that's different and comes
later.”

James retreats into himself for a moment before going on. He is
striving to find the complete image to express his next thought. His
face brightens and he continues, “That's why I'm still not set on my
career. What gets me is to give twenty years to a career and at the
end of it to be able to say ‘Alright.’ I'd rather live those twenty years
and have five or six different short careers and say this way was
better.”

Without really knowing it, James has expressed one of Bucky
Fullers ideas—the generalist versus the specialist. James has
learned this concept through his experience. Again, Bucky believes
experience can be your best guide. It is no wonder that James
found his way to CHARAS and that Bucky and CHARAS found
themselves bound together.

James had met Roy at a Bronx party on Good Friday nearly
seven years ago. The young men and women had a "cool nightl" get-
ting high and feeling the good vibrations that everyone was emitting.
Strong impressions were made and Roy and James knew they had
become friends although they would not meet again until '69. But by
this time James was beginning to snort heroin. His attention span
and interest level was very low. He could not concentrate his
thoughts or energies except to satisfy his growing habit. Fl-:r)‘r was
then beginning his intense involvement with Chino and Apgelo in the
formation of CHARAS and his studies with Michael Ben Eli.

James attended one of these sessions and found it far beyond
his capacities.

In the intervening two years, James was to become heavily ad-

dicted and then break from his drug entanglement. James is very
guarded and resistent when talking about it. He attempts to pretend
that that wasted two year period of his life was merely a violent tran-
sition in his growth and development. It was his descending into
chaos and finding the strength to rise out of the ensnaring trap of
drugs that has fashioned James into the thoughtful, concerned and
philosophical young man he is now.

"I knew Roy's brother and | really dug him. He used to get high
with us. He and Roy weren't on the same level. But they were cool
people. Roy didn't agree with the shit Orvin was doing in order to
get dope. Then Roy never went through dope to know what that
really felt like. | had." The sense of gloom and despair has been
apparent on James' face and in his voice as he relates this episode
in his past. Sadly, he goes on, “But | dug Orvin. But | also realized
that Roy must be going through some heavy trips when | heard
Orvin had been killed. So | came down. We hung out together for
the next week or so. It was between getting high and running
around the countryside of upper New York that Roy began rapping
about the three domes he had to put up before the end of the year.
And he had problems. He had to do this with the remaining funding
he had from the New York State Council. But they hadn't gotten the
special cardboard from Container Corporation yet. Roy had to go
out to California for a convention on top of everything else. So | just
stayed down at the loft and began checking it all out. As to Orvin's
death and how Roy reacted, that is something else.

“If you're going to take someone off, you know there is the
chance you can get killed. Roy wasn't expecting it but it wasn't a
shock. He was very cool about it. Maybe even cruel at times when
he would get into a heavy rap with me. But he got over it and knew
he had other things to do than to sit around and groan.”

It was with this expression of friendly compassion that James
entered the daily life and struggies of CHARAS and the imminent
dome-building experience. James readily admits, “| didn't really
know what | was getting into. | think it was a change in my life. |
was not involved too much with anyone or anybody or anything.
Except for dope for the one year and the second year to get out of it.
Once | was out of it, | started checking everything out, It was like go-
inginto high school again saying, "Wow. This world is opening up.'

“I found that the world was bigger than | actually thought. |
began thinking that there were so many things | could do. Just had
to find the handle. Then came the encounter with Roy because of
his brother. | thought that the construction of the domes would be a
tremendous amount of work. It would be easier if | were on hand.
The only other people at the loft then were Luis and David. Luis was
busy with his work at Columbia and David was just getting out of his
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drug involvement and drinking a lot and getting high. Just sort of
substituting highs. It's the lesser of two evils but still involving your
head in getting high. Getting high and enjoying the high rather than
doing something. But it seemed he wanted to get involved.

"Chino was in Chicago at some seminar and Angelo was off
doing his own thing. So | just stayed to help and work. | began dig-
ging the life and energy of the loft, |t was a constant meeting of peo-
ple, people being together. Not only on the job but afterwards. We
ate together, goofed together, shared the same sleeping space. It
was more open minded. People weren't just hanging out together,
They were now looking into each other more. That's what inter-
ested me.”

James ponders for a moment and then states, "Everybody had
the right attitude. | mean everyone doing their share. A feeling of
community. Now it wasn't all a bed of roses, friend. When the work
slackened because of the shitty weather and destruction of card-

712  board sections due to the fire in the small dome, then things would
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slide a little. People would then just want to hang out and groove. It
then began to fall heavily on me and Roy. Some of those people
began thinking of us as some kind of Lower East Side community
group. They make phone calls and eat up all the food. They leave
their dirt and dishes behind them not giving a fuck. But, fortunately,
we were a close-knit group and everybody would rap to each other.
So someone could say, 'Hey man, what are you slopping up,’ always
with a light-hearted attitude.

“What began to worry me was that a tremendous number of
people would be coming up every day. It was becoming less of a
business place and more of a hangout. You can’'t have that. While
we were working, everything was cool. But the periods in between
became a hassle sometimes.

“People began looking at me as second in command or some-
thing. That was not my idea at all. | just happened to be there when
Roy had to go to California so | took care of things. Then the card-
board started to arrive. Roy would be outside or upstairs with a
group working and | would be inside with another group. Roy would
explain what had to be done and when. | then became one who
others would come to ask what was needed to be done. What |
didn't like was people just sitting around if Roy was not there or
someplace else. People would slack off then.”

Even though James sees many of the pitfalls and traps of a
loosely organized group such as CHARAS, he has not really lost the
initial enthusiasm he discovered at 303 Cherry Street. He muses
about this and says, "Yeah! There have been times I've thought of
going out and buying a couple suits, shirts and ties and getting the
ol’ resume together and go out looking for a job. But | think that will
pull me away from CHARAS. Then | say, 'No." We can really move
this organization if | stay with it. Because Roy and | get along fine.
We think fine. | could see my involvement getting deeper. A lot of
things would have to be put together better. But | have belief they
could be.

"Because CHARAS is not only about dome building. | don't yet
know that much about geodesic mathematics. | could learn quick. |
have a good head. But CHARAS is more of a life style. It's more
about involvement of people who never thought they would be in-
volved in anything or included into anything. Not just in domes but
in anything. What | have learned down at the loft hasn't been about
domes and geodesics, its been more about people. What people can
do when they feel it is their friendship that is being called on.

“Right now I'm living two life styles. One downtown at the Ioft
and, now, living with my mother in a South Bronx low-income proj-
ect apartment. There are weeks when I'm downtown living as best
as | can. Then | come uptown to the Bronx and survive doing what-
ever is available. I'm flexible in my ways. But it would be nice if |
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ROBERTA FULTON

There is always a smile on her face. Her laughter is contagious and
full of warmth. Roberta Fulton is now 18. She has witnessed the
junkie using his spike and feared the mugger lurking in the hallways
of her project building. Yet her eyes still glow with the excitement of
one whose dreams have not been shattered. She has a sincerity and
eagerness that encourages friendship.

Roberta has known the guys at CHARAS for over a year and
feels comfortable and relaxed with them. “Like part of the family . . .
like being their little sister," she says as her smile radiates her
warmth. She lives across the street from the loft. From her
16th-story apartment window in the LaGuardia Project she shares
with her mother and father, one brother and three sisters, Roberta
had often seen Roy riding his bicycle or walking his dog. During the
summer of 1972, she had mel James quitle casually with some
friends and was invited to visit the loft. She remembers with fond-
ness her first visit and the discovery of an unexpected, fulfilling ex-
perience. "We sat around and talked. You can rap about anything to
them. | found them to be nice.”

Roberta was told about CHARAS' dome-building plans. She
admits she didn't understand all that was happening at the loft.
When James asked if she would help with the preparations leading
to the building of the dome, she enthusiastically accepted. "l would
never have thought something like that could have been put to-
gether,"” she says incredulously, "but it has."

could concentrate my energies downtown more. Maybe, in the fu-
ture, there might be enough money available to see to it that we can "
exist the way we want to. | have no illusions, only occasional hope. |
ask myself the same guestion every morning, ‘How do | keep myself
together.' And when | think of CHARAS, | think getting it together is
one problem. The major problem is keeping it together.”
James has a leadership capacity that has never been fully ex-
ercised. He has a grasp of reality that has been chiseled out of ex- h
treme pressures. He has developed a vision of tomorrow that could ;
be a glowing example to many more people like him. He can con-
solidate all of this into a resourceful unit if given a chance to go fur-
ther. CHARAS may be that vehicle. Or some other similar group
may serve this purpose. However it is done, the important consid-
eration is that a valuable asset—James Echevarria—will be lost if the
?ll opportunity is not, somehow, made available.

-
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There is a sense of triumph when she recalls that period. She is
excited as she explains, "| learned it is possible to build a dome by
working with people like friends. It can be fun working. | never

thought of work as fun before. But you really get something out of
it."

Her family has been very survival-conscious. Her father, with a
large family to support, had learned that it is difficult for a black
man to survive and succeed in the atmosphere of the South. In New
York, Mr. Fulton had obtained a position at Rockefeller University
caring for the animals used in experiments. He had encouraged his
children to get as much education as they could to compete in our
economic system. That is why Roberta is so concerned about grad-
uating from Seward High and finding a job as an assistant buyer in a
department store.

Her association with CHARAS has given her an even wider per-
spective. “The guys at CHARAS look at the world and see one big
family. Like, they'll do something for you without looking for a re-
ward.” Roberta laughs and relates that this is a very new attitude for
her,

What seems to delight and confound her is finding other minor-
ity groups who are involved with people and not racing toward mon-
etary goals. Although she’s not always sure of what CHARAS is do-
ing or why, she knows that the young men at the loft are different
from the usual guys she meets. Trying to sum up her feeling, Ro-
berta says, "The loft, like up there it's home. | feel at home, just like
in my own home. Even if we just sit around and watch TV, | like it.
And the next time they build a dome, | want to be there."

When she is reminded of the sumptuous dinner she prepared
with her friend Mattie Small at the end of the first night's work on
the dome (feeding over twenty people who had spent twelve hours
working in the cold), she smiles. Her laughter is soft and her eyes
have a charming quiet. With a new awareness, Roberta says, "You
do it because you want to. That's the difference."”

TONY GUITARD

“You know, like too many people have too many problems, man. |
want us not to have no problems. That's all.” Tony has simple be-
liefs and needs. He has had little formal education and is not very
articulate. But he desires a goodness in his life and the lives around
him. Without any intellectual rationalizations, Tony has become
sensitive to the excesses of our consumer society and its problems.
A bitter smile crosses Tony's face as he thinks. Then, slowly, his
words come as he looks shyly at you. “There should be a change,
like for the future, you know, man. There are too many pecple who
don' know wha's goin’ on. They think tha' life is jes' goin® to work an’
comin’ back home, Tha's it. They hung up on material thin's of life.”

A soft laugh escapes as he stretches his body from the tight
cramped posture. He now relaxes and uses the back of the chair as
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a brace for his arching torso. He falls into a comfortable position
and smiles again. “Like, man, sometimes | star’ thinkin' what life's
really all about, you know. .. ." His voice trails off.

Tony Guitard was born in Puerto Rico, brought up in the South
Bronx and for the last 4 years, has considered the CHARAS work-
shop his second home. He met Roy Battiste in the early 60's when
both lived on the same block in the Bronx. Roy “hung out” with the
other guys bul was soon recognized as someone with aspirations
that were different from most of the others. Roy was working for
IEM at that time. But it was the things Roy was saying rather than
the job he held that made the guys respect him. Tony would listen,
often not fully aware of the significance of what he was hearing.

Roy's words sparked feelings Tony had but could not fully ar-
ticulate. When Roy became fully involved with CHARAS, Tony came
down to just hang out. He soon became infected with the sense of
purpose and concern around him. He began to realize that many of
the feelings and thoughts he had concerning how people could re-
late to one another were being practiced at CHARAS .

Tony had great respect for Roy. "You know, we all stood close.”
Tony reminisced as he sat at the kitchen table at the CHARAS work-
shop. "But Roy was someone | could look up to, you know, talk to
when | had problems or whatever. Tha' help me a lot. Now | do for
him wha' | can. Man, like he's gone through a whole lot of numbers.
He didn’ get any lucky breaks. He fought for it cause | ‘'member
many days that the guys here, they had almos’ nothin' to eat at all.
But they kep' workin' at it. Other people, you know, they're thinkin'

more about makin' it in the System. But Roy and these guys say
‘later for this' and keep on going to their goal. | know people who
would jes’ cut loose from it and say "fuck it.' But they stick to it.”

Tony now looks regretful at what he's about to say. He would
rather have it otherwise. But, he says, "man, like | know myself, I'm
no leader. I'm more a follower. It may sound kinda funny, but | wan’
America to jes' have peace of mind, you know. There too many
things happenin' for a human bein to jes’ relax and stop to think.
Tha's wha' the guys here iIn CHARAS try to do. Tha's why | come
aroun'. Makes you feel like there's more to life, you know, then jes’
‘makin'it." An' tha's O.K., you know."
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LUIS ANTONIO LOPEZ

Luis was born twenty-two years ago in Cayey, Puerto Rico. By the
time he was twelve, he was on his own. There was an abandoned
U.S. Army base in his small town that the local YMCA had taken
over. This ¥ became Luis' new home. It was there that he first ex-
perienced the feelings of community. This feeling remains with him
today. Another experience that was to have a lasting effect was his
meeting with Chino Garcia.

In 1967 Chino was spending a month in Puerto Rico making an
evaluation of the Cayey YMCA program for the OEO office in Wash-
ington, D.C. Chino had made many interesting and important con-
tacts in Washington who occasionally asked him to inspect or eval-
uate programs sponsored by OEO involving teen-age activities or
facilities.

The conversations between Chino and Luis were long and in-
spiring. Luis was hearing of activities and programs that stimulated
his own feelings of community. Luis' eagerness and energy so im-
pressed Chino that he invited Luis to join him whenever he came to
Mew York City.

After a short stint at the University of Puerto Rico (where he
was active in college political life) and a hitch in the U.S. Navy, Luis
came directly to New York City and moved in with Chino on the
Lower East Side. He immediately became involved with the life and
activities of CHARAS that were then in full swing. In this '69-'70 pe-
riod, Luis began working with Roy and Michael, studying dome-
building principles. The idea of using domes as low-cost housing
excited Luis' imagination.

Luis soon moved into the loft on Cherry Street. He and Roy
began trying to make this deserted space habitable. There were
constant battles with insufficient heat and boiler breakdowns. There
was no hot water except that which they heated on the hot plate.
Bathing facilities did not exist. An improvised kitchen had to be in-
stalled. But despite all the hardships and inconveniences, Luis and
Roy created a living environment for themselves.

To divide space into various living quarters and open work
areas, they decided to design and erect two domes made from
canvas duck and two-by-fours. They were truly living the Fuller dic-
tum “Maore with Less.” Both domes cost under $50.00 and created a
unigue and exciting interior spatial feeling. The loft had finally as-
sumed an atmosphere that was comfortable and representative of
their principles.

Since involvement with CHARAS did not offer any salary, Luis
was soon looking for employment. After a succession of jobs, he
became the equipment co-ordinator for the School of Communica-

tions at Columbia University. He is responsible for the maintenance
and scheduling of all audio-visual equipment used by the students
in the department. Happily, his current interest in photography and
his job coincide. He has an opportunity to investigate film tech-
nigues and equipment. His job offers him a range of experience and
skills that he could manage no other way. It is the mastery of these
skills that he wants to bring back to his community, through ex-
tended use of audio-visual technigues in documentation and teach-
ing. Again, the community is important.

Luis, who is tall and lean, radiates a sense of assurance. He
speaks with a deliberateness that denotes thoughtfulness. When he
moves, the litheness of a gymnast attracts your attention. His whole
being exudes a confidence that makes his thoughts appealing to
any listener. He wants to communicate. When asked what he has
learned from his two years with CHARAS, he states openly, "Well, |
came to see that things | did before, like going to demonstrations
and screaming, did nothing concrete. Here | find | am working with
something that is very important—housing. That is one of the main
problems we have. When | started to realize that people pay $25,000
to $35,000 for a house and only a quarter of it goes into actual build-
ing, | got angry. The others three-quarters goes into bureaucratic
nonsense like insurance, overhead, profit, etc. A lot of people can-
not afford housing like that. We can produce a dome plan that peo-
ple could build themselves. That's why I'm with CHARAS. It makes
me happy to think that those who have been excluded from proper
housing because they are Puerto Rican, black or just poor and un-
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educated, now have a chance. If they can get out of the bulishit con-
ditions existing now, get land to build on, then everybody has the
potential for good housing and a better life. I'm not saying it's easy.
It's not been for us. But we're sticking to it. Some of the early mem-
bers have fallen away for many reasons. There was power-tripping
going on by several. Others got into very heavy personal family re-
sponsibilities. But, so far, CHARAS is going on. Once we finish with
this project, we won't have any money. But we'll go on. We'll knock
on all the doors for the money we need for the future. Even if we
don't get the money, we'll still try to continue. | learned how to build
a dome, you know, how to go through the whole process. | could sit
down and with just a little bit of multiplication and division and
other mathematics, | could come out with a design for a house that |
can build, It's so simple and practical. | really want other people to
have that sense of accomplishment and joy. | want them to have the
ability to build their own home and work with others who want the
same. Sure many people say we work in our own ways. That we
don't push hard enough. But, you have to remember, man, most of
us come out of different backgrounds.

“We're not all accustomed to consistent pressure. That was one
of the problems Michael had with us. He came from a middle-class
mentality. When we were working on the Rupert site dome, | had to
cool Michael, He wants you to work hard all the time. | think this is
good but you don't have to break your back. Well, we learned from
each other. Michael would get annoyed at the apathy he first tound
when he started working with CHARAS. He wanted to teach us what
he knew. He became impatient. But we had to learn how to become
less apathetic and he had to learn to groove with people more. Now
we have the same problem with the community. We want the com-
munity to be less apathetic about their conditions. We want them
more involved. But it's tough. Having the dome out on Jefferson
Street can help. It be something that the people can relate to di-
rectly. They will be able to see it, touch it and know that just people
did it. People are tired of being told what's happening to them. That
the city is fucked up. Nothing concrete really takes place. We try to
talk less and just do our thing. We're not fantastic people, you know.
We just learned that it could be done. And we're doing it. Our exam-
ple might shake some of the apathy from the community. Who
knows? But we're going to continue, or try to continue, and do what
we have to do. Maybe, some of the people will catch the spirit and
join us or do their own thing their own way. Great. We don't say
we're the leader. We know the way is to try to get everyone to deal
with their power-trips and join forces together. We want everyone to
work together. | don't know how it's going to work out. But | know
none of us are going to be the same because of what happened 10

82 us here at CHARAS."

FELIX ALMODOVA

He works as a milkman now. He's up when the sun is just rising.
There was a time when to be up that early meant Felix Almodova was
out searching for a fix. Those days are long past. It was not easy. It
took sixty days in jail to help him straighten his head. For the first
time in his life, Felix began to seriously question what he was doing,
why he was doing it, and the consequences of his actions. It all added
up to a radical change. Four years of dope had twisted his life. He
now had to re-discover himself.

Today, at twenty-four, Felix has been leading a new life. He
works steadily. He and his wife, Terry, (once also addicted) are mak-
ir!g their marriage succeed. He is going to night school to complete
his high school education and is looking forward to enrolling in col-
lege. He sees the possibility of a writing career in his future. He also
volunteers histime to CHARAS,

His small, wiry frame has the quality of a finely tuned watch
spring. It takes time for Felix to look you in the eye. When he does, his
eyes keenly fix themselves on you. His manner is diffident at times,
This may be the result of being the third oldest of nine children. His
father, a merchant seaman, was away most of the time. This made
Felix the head of the family at a very early age. By the time he was
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eleven, Felix was helping support his family. He was born in the
South Bronx and remained in the area through his late teen years. His
mother and father liked to assume middle-class attitudes. Econom-
ically, though, the family existence hovered at the poverty level. This
dichotomy created great confusion: he had to work to support his
family yet could not get the fancy outfits his friends were sporting.
Anger and disappointment were common to Felix during those days.

The South Bronx, in Felix’s youth, had not yet become the seeth-
ing ghetto it is now. | saw the place change. | witnessed it," Felix
recalls, "When | first grew up, the neighborhood was clean. My first
recollections were of German and Jewish people living in my area.
There was also a large Irish population in the area. When | was
young, | felt that | was into this 'l am an American’ thing. But | ran into
conflict when | came into contact with my own culture. As the neigh-
borhood began absorbing more Puerto Ricans and blacks, my par-
ents wouldn't let me hang out with them. | didn't understand it at all.
And they used to rap Puerto Ricans. They were Puerto Ricans them-
selves. Sure my mother had proper schooling, as had my father, Bul
they were into the whole middle class trip while living a poor life.”

Felix guickly relates how well he did until his sophomore year at
high school. This was when he started hitting the street. "There was a
big crowd, you know. We didn't joke alot. We thought conservatively.
Very little horseplay. We tried to act like middle-class Puerto Ricans.”
Felix laughs at this period of his life and the paradoxes it presented.
He remembers the time at junior high school when his depression
was fairly constant. "l was very poor. As an example, | couldn't get
the senior outfit. The other kids ridiculed me. And then in high
school, | was always the smallest. | always felt | was being picked on,
It was then | began smoking grass.” Felix soon moved on to heroin.

At sixteen, he was working as an assistant on a milk truck. He
then quit school and enrolled in a city summer program to learn basic
gardening. He qualified as a Housing Authority gardener. But most of
his money, if not all, was soon spent on his habit. He was fiercely
determined that his mother not seek welfare. Felix's face grimaces as
he remembers. “| was ashamed of welfare, | didn't want none of my
friends to know | was ever on welfare. So | worked. But | didn't like it
because half my pay used to go to my mother. Then some friend
offered me some dope. And that was it. That took away four years,
the whole trip.” When Felix finally was sent away for criminal trespass
and possession of stolen goods, he began his awakening process.

After getting out of prison, he met his future wife, who lived in his
neighborhood. Felix became the positive force in helping Terry over-
come her recently acquired habit. They became each other’s rein-
forcement. Felix believes it was their power of love that helped them
through this difficult period.

At Thanksgiving, 1972, they were married. They told no one,

knowing the negative attitudes of Terry's family. Recalling the trou-
bles of that period. Felix can only concentrate upon the positive feel-
ings and circumstances. "Happily,” he says, "we had an apartment.
We had everything together. It was real cool. We had everything
worked out and it worked.”

Felix had known Wilfredo Lopez from the first grade in school,
Everyone called Wilfredo “"Beaver.” No one could remember why. “He
was the first dude | knew,"” Felix proudly states. "We identified in alot
of ways. Both of us were short. That helped us getting along so well.
We hung out a long time.” During the time that Felix was getting mar-
ried and restructuring his life, Beaver had begun to work and live at
the CHARAS loft. "It was in '72," recalls Felix, "Beaver told me what
he was into. | quickly became interested in domes. More important,
| dug what was happening around these people. | found people
who were not afraid to love each other as people. And that's spiritu-
ally healthy. It's also healthy to do something voluntarily. Other peo-
ple always want something for something, if you know what |
mean. CHARAS wants nothing from me. | like that. It's like meat |
eat. | can sink my teethintoit.”

Despite his schedule of working on the milk truck in the early
morning, night school, sustaining his marriage to Terry, and continu-
ing his relationship with his large family, Felix created time to spend
with his new friends at CHARAS. He began learning the dome mathe-
matics. He became fascinated with the simplicity of the structure.
Michael Ben Eli acted as the group's teacher. In Michael he discov-
ered "a driving man.” Felix also developed deep respect for Roy's
determination. The entire situation became very inspirational. It all fit
with a new image Felix had of himself. The reflection was pleasing
and satisfying.

There is a deep philosophical strain in Felix. This becomes evi-
dent when he reviews his interrelations with CHARAS. His bright
black eyes sparkle with the truth of inner revelation as he says, “It's
hard to trust people, The things that are jumping off today, man. It's
hard to trust anybody. There is a fear of being used. Also, there are
alot of people who are uptight. That used to get me depressed. | don't
find much of any of this bullshit with the guys downtown. Sure, they
have their own patterns. But they are willing to confront whatever it
is. No holding back, you know what | mean?"

Felix is very conscious of his own growth and development. He
readily admits he's in an active transitional stage. "I'm rehabilitating
myself," he says, with a sense of deep personal pride. "l got a lot of
highway to go. I'm only now finding out about myself, really, When |
feel like digging up an answer, I'll dig it up. But, now | see people, like
in CHARAS, getting down with themselves. That's what | like. | don't
like people shitting themselves. Those that do in life, do themselves
in. If anyone at CHARAS gets that way, they will fail and leave or



DAVID LORENZANO

1971 was an important year for David Lorenzano. He had returned to
Mew York from five months in Puerto Rico where he had been work-
ing at his uncle's slaughter house. Just prior to this, David had been
court-martialed from the Marine Corps for being AWOL. This cost
him five months in a Marine brig before he received an honorable
discharge.

It was in 1971 that David also renewed his friendship with James
Echevarria. They had grown up in the same South Bronx neighbor-
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the whole group will die. | hope they don't. But, then again, you
have to be real and admitit could happen.” _

Despite the occasional despair Felix may feel, he is generally
positive about his future. “If | ever get into writing, I'll have gh:rt to say.
| had problems, sure. But I'm looking for answers all the time. That's
what I'll write about. Finding answers. And once | really find the an-
swers, then I'll have to find the way to say it right. That'll be the test,
But that's also the challenge.” '

It's probably this desire to search and define terms that .FEM
finds attractive in CHARAS. As long as this situation remains viable,
Felix can be depended upon to volunteer his time, If Felix no longer
discovers what he is seeking in CHARAS, he will search glsewhere.

86 But, nonetheless, Felix is continuing with the search.
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hood. James, now involved with CHARAS, invited David to visit the
loft on Cherry Street. David became quickly oriented to the CHARAS
idea of researching means of developing low-cost housing and new
life relationships. More important to David, he saw people warking
logether in a way he never imagined possible. There was a spirit of
community which he had sought in the Marines. That turned sour.
But this feeling was true. Within a year, David was living at the |loft. He
shared duties, expenses and activities with Roy, Luis Lopez and who-
ever happened to need short or long term “crash” facilities.

David is nearly six feet tall, with the physique of an ex-Marine
but the manner of one who is very conscious of his actions. He has
dark wavy hair and warm bown eyes. He got his training as a printer
while AWOL from the Marines. He had come to New York City and
had hung out for a while. He then decided to learn printing, to get
married and then not to, and to go back and face the Marine charges.
After his discharge, David first worked as a printer, and then as an
assistant in a bridal gown showroom. But it was at CHARAS that he
began to know what he wanted to do and how to go about doing it.

It was at CHARAS that David was informed of a position at the
Children's Art Workshop on East 6th Street. They were looking for an
assistant to set up a printing shop to be used by the young partici-
pants of the Workshop and by the Lower East Side community or-
ganizations and individuals. He had the right background and, most
important, a new perspective on community-oriented activities he
had learned at the loft on Cherry Street.

In the basement of the Children's Art Workshop, David moves
about with the confidence of a man in his own domain. Up above is
the photo workshop and general meeting room. The sound of happily
involved children echoes through the two levels of the Workshop.
The basement space contains the graphics workshop and the print-
ing facilities.

David's bearded face resembles that of the classic Roman ath-
lete. His eyes have the same concentration as he carefully performs
his printing chores. He looks up and flashes an inviting smile. | got
my own apartment up in the Bronx now." There is pride in this
achievement. He is doing a job well, receiving money he feels happy
earning, and fulfilling a responsibility that is meaningful to him. "Last
summer | stayed at the loft for about four months. This year | had
been living there for about five months. But now | got my own place. |
dug living at the loft. We shared responsibilities on a communal level.
Like, there were a few people living at the loft. Everybody just con-
tributed to the loft. The bills were paid from those funds and food was
bought. And everybody sort of survived from the contributions we
made. If you were working and had money, you shared it. But even if
you weren't working, you were helping to build domes without get-
ting paid. It was an all-volunteer thing. People would work eight or

nine hours, a day of hard labor, and not get paid. It was knowing you
would get fed and sheltered that made contributing your time
possible.”

As David talks, he moves easily from the photo off-set printer and
plate washing table to the printing press, checking paper and ink and,
finally, inspecting the finished product during a test run. He looks
back smiling. The job has been done well. His feeling of achievement
and accomplishment is again satisfied.

"When | think of CHARAS, | remember an attitude that was there
and is still operating. The attitude is people doing what they really
believe they want to do. Like, when Roy was teaching me what he
knew of geodesic mathematics. He really wanted to teach me and |
really wanted to learn. Mot like when | was in school.” David laughs
meaningfully as he recounts this experience. His face now becomes
transformed by a glowingly warm look of contentment as he goes
on, And like when we had finished this dome. We felt good. And, |
didn’t believe it would ever happen. | had the honor of meeting
Bucky when he came down to look at the finished work. That was
nice. But the idea of doing something you accomplished that can be
of benefit to somebody, that was what was so terrific. Man, it made
you feel good inside. Like | had never felt that way before. | feel the
same way about what I'm doing here at the Workshop."

He looks around the room at eagerly absorbed young people
working at their projects. "Guess it's really the same thing,"” David
muses in a veice rich with satisfaction, "here or at CHARAS. When
you do what you want to do, you do it willingly without any pushing
from outside. What we have to do is to get more people into things
where they work not only for bread but for what they enjoy or feel is
important. Society will have to change. People can't go on just work-
ing at stupid jobs. | did for a while and really got fucked up."

David recalled the long cold days working on the dome as an
expression of willingness overcoming hardships. "We spent eight to
twelve hours working and there was no bitching. There was even a
feeling of humor and warm vibes between people. There was a job to
be done and an obligation to be fulfilled. We have learned it's a re-
sponsibility to give more support to each other to keep the CHARAS
concept alive.”

David stops his work for a moment and looks very intently off
into space, trying to pull a thought from deep within him. He focuses
and proceeds very seriously. "Our people have come from very
heavy backgrounds, at least most of them. They have become more
open-minded people. They don't let their hang-ups intervene with
their relationships with other people. So, we hang in better, maybe,
than a lot of other people who are out to just get a quick buck. If
you've been strung out or been in prison, you begin to realize, or at
least we have, that there has to be more than just hustling out on
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the street. You want to reach up to something better for you and
everyone. You know, you don’t fuck-up by yourself. Everything
around you either helps you do one thing or another. When | was
growing up in the South Bronx, near everyone was getting into
drugs in a heavy way. | stayed clear. | didn't like what | saw some
of my friends become. | hung out on the street, sure. But | went
to centers and played a lot of basketball. And my family didn't
hassle me too much. They made me feel all right and that was
good.” David now looks relaxed and continues his work routines,

He suddenly laughs again as he says, “Before coming down to
CHARAS, | had a different outlock on life. My eyes are now open to
reality. | used to think that everything was just happiness, hanging
out at parties, things like that. Now | realize that a simple thing like
housing can help the oppression people live with. It has been a great
thing to understand. This new reality has made me very aware of the
changes needed for so many people. It changed my life because it
opened my mind. Yeah, if | had been this aware before, maybe I'd
never have gone AWOL or any of the other shit that happened in my
life. Yeah, maybe, maybe everything would have been a little differ-
ent.” David nods his head in deep agreement with himself and goes
off to put a finished plate onto the printing press. He soon loses him-
self in the careful attention he is giving his work. As the paper begins
to shoot out of the machine, he reviews the completed effort and
smiles, looking pleased with his work,

MARK SPAGNOLA

Just as Bucky Fuller tried over 50 years ago to unprogram himself
from all that had been taught him, so, at twenty, Mark is involved with
trying to unprogram all he has learned about himself, his relationship
to art, the art scene and the world around him. There have been many
conflicting influences in Mark’s life. His early childhood was spent in
the Greenwich Village area. When he was three, Mark’s family moved
to Union, New Jersey, then a very suburban environment. His sum-
mers were spent on his grandparents’ farm in upper New York State.
Throughout this entire period, he was constantly drawn back to New
York and the people who made up the “street life” of the city.

His tall frame, black hair tied back into a pony-tail, large limpid
dark eyes, his jeans and workshirt and his guiet voice that makes you
lean closer to hear, give Mark the appearance and style of many of
today’s young people who are searching for their own truth and func-
tion. Nothing is accepted or taken for granted. Mark considers his
present studies at the School of Visual Arts in Manhattan a journey of
discovery and experience. He is not looking for a diploma to fit into
any societal groove. Mark confides, "What do | think is valuable?
Well, whether this country is going to be worth staying in, for one. I'm
trying to make a decision whether | want to stay in this country or go
to one of the countries that are going to be up and coming this
century.”

Mew systems and styles of existence are of interest to Mark. He is
curious about the many different life influences exerted on art, the
influence art may have on our lives. When he talks about art, he refers
to it in structural terms. “"People start looking in other areas. | see
people locking into anthropology, ancient and present. They are
looking at things structurally and tying in mathematics and other sci-
entific things. They are interested in the whole structure; in the way
things are put together.”

In 1970, when the Environmental Communications Research
Center was established at the School of Visual Arts, Mark enrolled. It
was there he met Roy Battiste and others from CHARAS. Roy had
been asked to build a geodesic dome and then he remained as an
instructor for a short period. Mark recalls that the Center had twenty
people who were called instructors and never more than fifty stu-
dents. "We all worked together,” Mark remembers, “It was rather
loose. It eventually dissolved because of its own bureaucracy and
hangups. But it was a good experience for everybody involved. |
learned a lot from it."

Mark vividly remembers the cardboard dome that Roy and other
CHARAS people built at the Center. He met Michael Ben Eli when

Michael gave several lectures there. He soon met friends of Roy's and 91



Michael's. Their involvement with Bucky Fuller led him to read Ful-
ler's books and attend related seminars. Mark links all of this activity
directly to his interest in art and society. "Let's get into the idea of the
geodesic domes and sculpture. | thought it was really nice. | wanted
to know where is it going from there? And then | started rapping
about urban problems, bringing people out of the cities, and creating
low-cost housing.” Mark was actively associating his art with the so-
ciety around him. He found, in Roy and CHARAS, active resources
for his inquiring mind. He would drop around once or twice a week to
sitand rap.

The atmosphere at CHARAS pleased Mark immensely. He slowly
became aware of the various problems CHARAS faced in its fight for
existence. "'l think they're doing a really together job. They're getting
something done in an area where it's really hard. You always have to
deal with city or state bureaucracy and money is a big hassle. But
there's a good atmosphere because people down there are very loose
and very friendly. It's a good way to work. And in its loose, informal
manner, it's a learning experience for everybody."”

Mark believes the strongest bond holding CHARAS together is
friendship. "It's a whole group of friends working together, when they
can. Roy, sort of, keeps things together. He knows an incredible
amount of people. Some people you see down there, they're working
just for a day or two. You don't see them for six months after that. But
you know they're around. And each person has certain skills. When
they're needed, they can be found. Sure, sometimes it gets hard to
get things done because people are scattered, but that's the way it
works."”

Having rapport with street people, Mark understands their think-
ing. He realizes that many of the people who form CHARAS came
from “street” orientations or are still very involved with the street life
of hanging out, goofing and limited responsibility or awareness be-
yond the individual's need to survive. Yet he sees in CHARAS a new
molding for these people. “"Being mostly street people, they have
gradually picked up on different things and gotten into them. But
once they come to CHARAS, | don't know how much they remain
street people any more except for the information of the street ex-
perience of hanging out with some friends."”

Mark also values the respect that is shown for individual privacy.
“I don't know the backgrounds of most of the people there. When
we're working, deing things or hanging out, we just talk about things
that people are into now. Whatever people's backgrounds are, well,
it's behind them. Their background is just their experience. That is
their particular way they learned to deal with people.” He may have
learned that, at times, its best not to know. The “now" of someone’s
existence may be more important to understand and deal with than
the "past.”
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Having lived part of his youth in the country, Mark also under-
stands CHARAS' desire to find alternates to accepted city life pat-
terns. "They're trying to break out of the city," Mark reflects. “The city
is a maze and a prison to many people CHARAS knows. They want to
be able to take a lot of people out of the maze.” Mark’'s voice now
becomes very soft as he says, “You know, there is a philosophy oper-
ating down there. They may not be aware of it, but it's there. And it's a
very noble gesture, too. The philosophy, when it works, is 'l learned
this and I'll teach it to you.” Mark likes to think he wants to live that
way also.

In the time Mark has given serious thought to the interaction of
technology and society, he has concluded that a tribal experience
among people will have to develop with the increase of technology. "
think that the technological society and the tribal existence will have
to merge together. You can't say that you can take this and combine
it with that and come out with an idealistic situation because you're
not dealing with an ideal situation. You're dealing with reality. And
you keep your feet on the ground by doing things.” That is probably
the strongest reason why Mark hangs out at CHARAS. He believes
they are doing things and doing them with a new vision.
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DAVID LATOUCHE

David describes himself as a 26-year-old high school graduate, col-
lege dropoul, itinerant carpenter and a Lower East Sider. This last
statement of identity with a place is now a continuously occurring
experience for him. His upbringing in comfortable Montclair, New
Jersey had left strong evidences of alienation and personal dissatis-
faction. It was not until he found his girl, Lynn Tiefenbacher, and the
Bth Street Children's Art Workshop {which Lynn supervises) that
the pieces began to fall into place.

With his pony-tailed blond hair and “granny” glasses, David La-
Touche resembles a pioneer of the late 1800's hewing a clearing for
his farm. In fact, he uses his artistic talents and mechanical abilities
to keep the Workshop operating. He has sunk roots in the community
that has become home for him and feels the comfort of belonging.
The living space he created from a tenement basement has an open-
ness that reflects his sense of ease and assurance.

David has an incisive, stoic and probing attitude towards his real-
ity. He faced many difficulties in his teen years trying to find a form
for his aspirations in art. Sitting back in his kitchen chair, David rue-
fully recalls those days, the effort and anguish crossing his face as he
speaks. "l used to write and | used to do cross-country running.
Which was nice, too. But | guess since | was 15, | have been involved
in terms of trying to actually create a new art form rather than just
reading or locking at art stuff. It's a different way of doing it. By the
way, | haven't written anything in years.”
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He gets up from the table to make some tea. He looks back at
you, his eyes squint as he thinks, and then he begins working out his
thoughts as he speaks. "It goes into terms of the total concept of what
you're doing.” His voice, soft and confident, still has traces of his
suburban background—an accent foreign to the Lower East Side.
Bringing his mug of tea to the table, he sits and stretches his work-
booted legs out as far as they reach. His eyes capture you again as he
goes on, "Like, it you're doing something, you can think of it in
sculptural terms. You can think of it in visual terms of color. in
terms of how it's going to affect what goes on around it. Some situa-
tions are more prosaic. You don't get all the glamour.”

David recalls meeting Roy Battiste three years ago in a neigh-
borhood photo shop. He was aware of the dome-building activities of
CHARAS from articles in the Whole Earth Catalog. He immediately
began dropping in at the 10th Street store-front CHARAS was then
using. David had already read about dome mathematics. He ques-
tioned Ed Schlossberg (Bucky's assistant, who first worked with the
CHARAS group) about equations that bothered him. He indicated his
interest in helping whenever any building would take place.

Thereafter, his contact was more as a friend to Roy and the
others. Whenever David heard that an extra hand was needed or his
VW van could be of use, he would appear to offer his services. The
way in which word circulated that help was needed was never direct
or specific. There was a pioneer spirit of knowing your neighbor
needed help and you appeared and volunteered whatever was
needed. This sense of community is very strong among many of the
Lower East Side. It gave David a sense of comfort, knowing he was
part of it.

When the 5.6 inches of rain hit New York City, threatening the
two domes erected by CHARAS, David and his friend Christopher
Miller rode up to the building site and began to help with the task of
preserving the dome. David simply knew that Roy would be in trouble
and short-handed. He was close by and available. For five very long
and wet hours he toiled with the others to save the domes from the
hard rains. The feeling of community and neighborliness was acted
out again.

Several weeks later, the final stage of the dome-building cement-
Ing was to take place early on a Saturday marning. David, Lynn and
Christopher were on hand to help. The way so many people came to
work was reminiscent of bygone barn-raisings. The work was ar-
duous and the weather cold yet a festive feeling of celebration per-
vaded the atmosphere. It may be this spirit of cooperation and con-
cern that prompted David to observe stoically, "CHARAS' going
along with it and they're dealing with it. They have their ups and they
have their downs. It's all part of the same thing. And they will get
there.”

MATTY SMALL

Matty Small has been slowly expanding her horizons. From the time
she was four and her family moved into the LaGuardia Project until
very recently, her boundaries were limited to her immediate neigh-
borhood. She went to local elementary and junior high schools. Her
high school was a short bus ride away. She then worked for two years
in a nondescript job for the telephone company on 14th Street. She is
now enrolled in the Bronx Community College Mursing Program.
This is the farthest Matty has physically travelled from her neighbor-




hood. But the spiritual focus of her existence centers on the project
building on the Lower East Side.

In September, 1972, Matty first met the young men who fre-
guented the loft building at 303 Cherry Street. They called them-
selves members of CHARAS. It was Matty's first significant encounter
with young people whose outlook and aspirations demanded con-
siderable thought from her. Her other friends didn't require any in-
tellectual or spiritual adjustments. These newly acquired friends did.

Matty was seated with her friend Roberta on the benches outside
her project building. Roberta is small and girlish in appearance while
Matty has the fullness and voluptuousness of a woman far beyond
her twenty-one years. Her dark skin glistened, absorbing the warm
sunlight. In the idle banter between these young women, Matty's
voice had a vibrant timbre of assurance.

Sitting there in the early March sun, they laughed readily at each
other's stories and comments. Matty was reminding Roberta of her
first series of meetings with the CHARAS group, especially with
James and Roy, “"Meeting them, through you, sure was something
else. | mean, you meet them, and you find that they're great people.”
Roberta laughed her infectiously rich laugh. "Yeah,” Roberta speaks
through her laughter, “you still had your kid scardiness about those
buildings across the street.” Matty fully agreed. "That's right. We kids
used to call that place 'the warehouse factory' and were really scared
to go in. Like the first time | went into the building with you, | kinda
got the chills. It was a creepy place.”

Roberta begins a low chuckle. She points to the third floor of the
warehouse building across the street, "And when you walked in, girl,
you looked around and said,'Hey, this is fantastic.”"”' “That's right."
Matty cuts in quickly, “You know, the way they put up the sections
and built things, | thought it was great. It was a great job. A lot of
people build things but they had the paintings and everything when
you first come in.” Her glowing smile was enraptured. Matty was
again reliving the excitement of that first entrance to the loft space.
Breathlessly, she went on, "It looked like a good place for a person to
stay.” Matty now became giggly. “You know, Roberta, | wouldn't
mind living in a place like that, to be honest with you.”

“Well, | told you you'd like the place and the guys,” Roberta glee-
fully bubbled on, "Like you've told me so many times before, most of
the people around here, you meet them and say hi! and that's about it.
They don't know how to talk.”

Matty readily agreed. "But the people in the |oft, they start talking
to you like they've known you for years. They really know how to
come out and talk to you. It's not like so many of the guys in the
projects who say hi! and that's it, | have no more to say to you, | don't
know where you're coming from.” Matty and Roberta exchanged
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guys, they talk to you and try to find out where you're coming from,
what you're like,” Matty continued. “This way, they could talk to you
better because they know where you're coming from. They make you
feel at home in everything."

HRoberta has lit a cigarette and offers one to Matty who lights it,
draws in the smoke and exhales quickly as she has another thought
she wants to communicate to Roberta. “You can't meet them and say
Boy! | don't dig this one right off the bat because you get talking to
them for quite a period of time. You know something,” Matty says
vehemently to Roberta, "l haven't met anyone that said they didn't
like the people from the loft. | think they're just fantastic, really.”

Whenever free, together or singly, Matty and Roberta would go
up to the loft to help with any of the preliminary work during the
preparation of the cardboard sections for the future domes. They
would contribute their efforts openly and without fear of being re-
jected because of machismo attitudes. This pleased them. They had
never worked with tools before but were eager to learn and to do
whatever they could. As Matty enthusiastically says to Roberta, "The
people there just want to get together to build domes and | thought
that it was really great that they want to build something that people
could learn to live in in future years. | enjoyed every minute helping
them.”

Their conversation has now turned to clothes shopping they are
planning during the next days,

The idea of domes and related technical matters is still baffling to
them and their future involvement with CHARAS may be limited, bul
they have experienced an alternate set of values that will sustain
them.
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WILFREDO LOPEZ

Wilfredo Lopez is called "Beaver” by everyone who knows him well,
He does not remember how or when this nickname began. But Bea-
ver is his name. He will soon graduate from Long Island University as
a sociology major, if he sticks it out. During the summer of '73, Bea-
ver had a job in a new Board of Education after-school teen-age ac-
tivity program on West End Avenue in Manhattan. Nothing unusual
so far.

But Beaver came out of the gloom of the South Bronx where h_e
spent his youth living in an Eagle Avenue low-income housing proj-
ect. As he was growing up, the gangs were breaking up and drugs
were taking over. At present, the gangs are back again.

His father died in 1961 when Beaver was twelve. Mr. Lopez
owned a grocery store in the Bronx which occupied his full attentiur?_
Although it was the center of his life, Mr. Lopez barely saw any profit
from this small establishment. In actuality, Beaver sadly admits, the
store drained his father. This hard-working man found it difficult to
relate to his wife and children. Soon after the father's death, Beaver's
older brother Carlos sought his escape through drugs. Another
brother, Luis, was fourteen (three years younger than Carlos) and
soon followed Carlos into the drug subculture. An older brother and
sister were away caring for their own families. Beaver, except for his
friend Felix Almodova, was alone.

It was not until 1965 that the two brothers began breaking the
grip of addiction. They joined a Synanon drug reha_bili_tai'r:an com-
munity and began to move away from the horror and indignity of the
junkie world. During those four years, Beaver attempted to withdraw
from the family chaos and alienation. He developed sensitive beha\f—
ior patterns. Although he “hung out" with the project youth c!i his
age, he was not overly gregarious and had a strong need for privacy

in his social engagements,
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In a rare comment about himself, Beaver stated, "| learned the
hard facts of reality early in my life." His real education was gained
watching his two junkie brothers and the street life of the Eagle Ave-
nue area. Yet he did well at school and enjoyed the academic and
athletic achievemnents he discovered there.

During this period in Beaver's life, while in junior high school, his
gym teacher, Mr. Korowitz, encouraged him to perfect his talent far
gymnastic sports. Mr. Korowitz saw promising athletic potential in
Beaver's small and agile body. Also a coach of New York University's
swimming team, he wanted Beaver's eventual participation in the
team. While at DeWitt Clinton High School Beaver was brought to
the attention of athletic scouts for Morehouse College in Atlan-
ta, Georgia. Beaver had, somehow, expected to go on to NYU but
he had learned to be a pragmatist on the Bronx streets. He had
learned not to live on promises but on that which was immediately
obtainable,

Morehouse College had had Martin Luther King as a distin-
guished graduate. A very respected black college, Morehouse
wanted to attract other minority students. That was why Beaver, in
1967, accepted a scholarship to Morehouse, to Mr, Korowitz's great
regret.

Morehouse College was a strange and disquieting experience for
Beaver. He was one of only five Puerto Rican students. He was, also,
a light-skinned Puerto Rican. But it was not these distinctions that
upset Beaver.

In his early Eagle Avenue and school experiences, the blacks he
knew were similar to him in outlook. A basic philosophy of “don't let
the 'man’ get you down" and “beat the system any way you can” was
the pervasive attitude of most of the blacks and Puerto Ricans he had
known.

At Morehouse he discovered a highly motivated black student
population. They had very strong middle-class objectives regardless
of their backgrounds. Many of these black students did not have the
scars of city ghetto life. To Beaver, these young men and women
were a whole new breed. He had difficulty assimilating their stan-
dards or aspirations. This adjustment proved so disturbing and con-
fusing that he had to reassess and review major beliefs he had held
his entire life. Within two months after arriving, Beaver returned to
New York City feeling the immense pressure of deep personal up-
heaval and uneasiness.

After some time of deep reflection, Beaver decided to enroll at
Long Island University, in Brooklyn, as a sociology major commenc-
ing September, 1968. He had applied for and received sufficient stu-
dent loans that made him independent of family support, During the
early part of the first semester at LIL), Beaver married a young woman
from his old neighborhood.The new financial demands necessitated
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dropping out of college. Beaver found a job at the post office. He was
able to pick up his college career a short time thereafter while still
working at the post office. But the stresses at this time were extreme.
The attempt to establish his marriage and the pressures of work and
college had their eroding effect. By 1970, Beaver and his wife
separated.

At about this same time, Jose Sosa, a college friend, had intro-
duced him to Roy Battiste. Roy was seeking workers for a forthcom-
ing CHARAS summer program sponsored by the Meighborhood
Youth Corps. Roy wanted to teach basic dome-building principles to
these workers so that they could, in turn, train some Lower East Side
kids. Jose and Beaver accepted the job and spent the summer of 1870
working in the CHARAS program.

Beaver became very involved with the program. He also became
concerned with the community orientation of CHARAS as an orga-
nization. Basically a loner, he was now learning the joys of participa-
tion and mutual attainment of goals. His interest and association with
CHARAS was finally capped in the winter of 1972, when Beaver
moved into the loft at Cherry Street, sharing it with Roy and a friend,
Luis Lopez.

Despite the hardships under which they lived (no hot water or
bathing facilities and infrequent heat in winter), a new triad of leaders
was being formed with Beaver, Luis and Roy. The sense of “commu-
nity" grew among these three and those whom they attracted to the
loft. There was strong motivation and direction evident. For the first
time, a sense of purpose occupied Beaver's activities,

The next year flowed for Beaver. There was the intensity of work
towards building the projected domes. But soon a basic conflict de-
veloped—his newly awakened social awareness made him uncom-
fortable with the passive attitude CHARAS had toward overl social
trends or conditions. Beaver wanted CHARAS to become involved in
maore dynamic socially activated programs beyond the planning and
building of domes. Also, a new relationship with a quiet and lovely
young Puerto Rican woman, Niki, created a need for greater privacy.
He and Niki were attempting to develop a personal relationship in an
atmosphere geared to communal existence rather than private con-
venience. An inevitable schism grew. With it came an uneasiness be-
tween Beaver and the two others living at the loft.

During the September, 1972 to January, 1973 building period,
Beaver worked as energetically as he could alongside the regulars
and vast number of occasional people who came and went. But very
s00n after the dome was completed, he and Niki moved out of the
loftand, maybe, out of the aura of CHARAS.

There may have been too many conflicted areas within Beaver
for him to successfully devote himself to CHARAS or any other sim-
ilar organization. But, whatever the future holds for Beaver, a mem-
ory of some very good times will remain with him.




MICHAEL BEN ELI

Upon first meeting Michael, you are struck immediately by a tall,
boyishly handsome young man with a ready smile and outgoing
quality. Further contact reveals deeper aspects—intelligence, metic-
ulousness, grasp of overall problems, and the means to resolve com-
plex questions. Michael emerges as an exceptional person you know
will continue to grow and develop.

He was born twenty-nine years ago in Israel to pioneer parents.
That spirit of individualism combined with a strong concern for
those around him is still very much part of Michael. His mother, from
Spanish and Italian backgrounds, brought a fine sense of the arts
to her new homeland. Michael's father came penniless from Russia,
burning with zeal. As founder and director of Israel's first maritime
museum, Arie Ben Eli still has the same energy that carried him
through the '48 war and the enormous struggle to create the mu-
seum,.

It is this heritage that fed Michael during his formative years.
When Michael was five, his father, somehow, took Michael along on
patrols into the hostile desert. Michael began to quickly learn the
techniques of keen awareness and survival. During summer vaca-
lions, he went with his father on deep-sea expeditions seeking lost
maritime treasures. The specifics of scientific detail began to fasci-
nate him. Later, Michael would spend long afternoons at the museum
studying the antigue maps, ceins, and seacraft paraphernalia. His
imagination was ripe with the wonder of ancient mariners and their
skills. This absorption of information and ideas was more beneficial
than the formal schooling he was receiving. Michael did not like the
rigid demands and control of his classes. Only strong parental inter-
vention prevented him from dropping out of school.

Mear the end of his high school education, Michael decided that
architecture was to be his future field of study. He also fell that the
traditional schooling available in Israel was not for him. He needed
freedom, exploration and discovery to feed his fertile mind. He was to
have two and one half years to resolve this problem as a 2nd Lieu-
tenant in the Israeli Army. This period was a calming pause for him.
There was little if any hostility at this time. Therefore, Michael had
long days and nights to think and re-think all that had occurred to
him. Strangely, the discipline of army life began to give Michael the
inner control he had not previously developed. He was released at the
age of 21 and immediately left for England.

Two of Michael's friends, also interested in architecture, had
heard about a school in London and had discussed it with Michael. It
was not really a school as they had known it. It was founded in the
nineteanth century by a group of young men who were strongly
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against traditional university education. They set about organizing a
school of architecture with teachers who were practicing architects.
Thus the attitudes and educational climate of the school depended
upon who happened to be teaching and their interaction with stu-
dents. This was the basic atmosphere of the Architectural Associa-
tion as Michael encountered it in 1964.

Many students float and dissipate time in an open situation like
A A, The discipline Michael learned while in the army helped him
overcome this hazard. He dug in. Mathematics, which had been a
hardship while in high school, now became a fascinating new dis-
covery. Michael had truly begun to investigate his own potentials. He
was finding this experience a vital and stimulating exercise in his ed-
ucational development.

Michael, during the first year at A A., acquired a learning pattern
that he now uses constantly. He found that most scientific subjects
are taught as if they are inherently difficult. These classes are con-
ducted by teachers who learned from secondary sources. Wherever
possible, Michael attempted to go directly to the original source. In
this manner the mystery of learning was eliminated. He was surprised
to learn that those thinkers who were supposed to be the most diffi-
cult and incomprehensible were the sharpest, the clearest and the
most beautiful. This experience taught him to make a rule of going
straight to the source for his information and to nowhere else.

Toward the end of his first semester, Michael went to a lecture.
What he heard completely altered the course of his life. The lecture
was given by R. Buckminster Fuller.

Bucky had come to London in January, 1965 to address the Brit-
ish Architectural Students' Association. Bucky wanted architectural
schools, all over the world, to conduct an integrated program of
studying problems related to world resources and world needs. He
then wanted "design solutions” to be proposed as answers to these
questions. In 1965, few were concerned with world environment or
pollution. Yet, Bucky realized the importance and the need of an-
swers to these pressing issues.

Michael listened intently. He had come to the lecture only out of
curiosity. Near the lecture's end, Michael turned to Keith Critchlow,
a tutor at the A.A., and talked about how moved he was and how
much he would like to help and participate. Keith said that he had
met Bucky the previous year. Through the British Architectural
Association, Keith had also done some work with Bucky. And, by
chance, Keith was going to have breakfast with Bucky the next
morning. Keith inquired whether Michael would like to join them.
Michael, enthusiastically, responded “"Yes.” At that breakfast
meeting, Michael began his work relationship and friendship with
Bucky,

Michael was soon involved in helping plan and install a big ex-

hibition in the Tuileries Gardens of Paris. The following year, Michael
spent several months in Ghana, Africa. Here, Michael and Keith
worked on design problems, trying to utilize native building materials
in the construction of domes. With Bucky, they planned a large alu-
minum dome for lectures. It was built with the aid of students from
the local university.

In '68, there was a major conference and exhibition of Bucky's
works. Again, Michael was involved. The contact with Bucky, which
began so casually in 1965, was now becoming more frequent and
important, Bucky began to see he could rely on Michael. He also
recognized Michael's ability to grasp the nuance of geodesic thinking
and the emerging idea of Bucky's World Games technique of solving
world problems. Briefly, World Games s an approach to studying
the global needs of humanity and producing plans which can be
initiated for the benefit of allmankind,

Michael's own work at A.A. began to center more and more on
urban problems and means of resolving them. What was immediately
apparent to him was the lack of any sclientific approach to urban
problems. He also discovered that the language used to discuss or
describe urban problems was not concise or unified. Each expert was
inventing his own terms. There was more development of a mystique
than a desire to really solve problems.

Atabout this time Michael met Professor Gordon Pask of System
Research, Ltd. Prof. Pask's organization is a non-profit group for re-
search in cybernetics and behavioral sciences. Through Pask, Mi-
chael began his inquiry and interest in cybernetics and the study of
joint systems. This new field of study fit in nicely with everything he
had learned from Bucky. It was also possible to synthesize Bucky's
ideas with Pask's concept of developing proper investigatory proce-
dures and solutions.

By 1869, Bucky asked Michael to come to the United States and
work with him at Carbondale, 1ll. There, at the University of Southern
lllinois, Bucky had established his World Games headquarters. Mi-
chael did not have a chance to do any studying at Carbondale since
most of his time was with Bucky. This meant following Bucky's in-
credible schedule of traveling from lecture to conference on a nearly
constant basis,

At the many lectures and seminars Michael attended with Bucky
during this period, Michael began to realize that the problem was not
the technological and scientific potential but, rather, the lack of a
purely organizational process, on global terms, of focusing and
channelling this necessary work.

At about this time Gordon Pask was appointed Professor at
Brunel University in London. Michael enrolled in the graduate pro-
gram. He was going to try to create a system to help organize tech-
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all men. This would be his thesis. Maybe more, his life work. The year of
1970 was spent partly in London between his visits 1o New York
City to continue the work he had begun with the CHARAS group.

Chino and Angelo had contacted Bucky in January of 1970. They
represented a small group of Puerto Rican young men who seemed
interested in building domes. It was their idea that, in time, they could
develop their dome-building skills into a commercial activity. Bucky
seemed Impressed with their sincerity and asked Michael to spend
some time with them. It was thought that Michael would work with
them as he had worked with many college groups before. He would
assist and supervise them in the erection of a dome and then move
on. But this was not the situation Michael encountered when he first
visited the CHARAS group.

——

Michael recalled his feelings and memories of these initial
meetings and further two years of work, struggle and success with
CHARAS while seated in the 21st floor, Upper East Side, bright and
modern apartment of his bride to be, Marcia McElrath. This com-
fortable apartment, with its paintings (by Marcia, who worked as Art
Director for World Magazine), modern furnishings, airy view of New
York was in vivid contradiction to the conditions he found while
working and living with the CHARAS people.

Michael's usual expression of warmth and outgoing spirit be-

108 comes somewhat saddened as he thinks back to those early days.

John Deline, the Denver
paper board manufacturer,
conferring with Michael
and Roy.

His look and voice develop a dull, listless quality. They convey the
dismay and basic shock he experienced at his first sessions. "Most
of them didn’t have any orderly school education. They had no
mathematical concepts in their backgrounds. | realized immediately
they had no resources, no money, no place to work, really nothing.”

Michael recalls that most of the guys were drinking a lot at that
time and had poor attention spans and limited conversational poten-
tials. "'l realized to build a dome, or give them a blueprint of how to
build one didn't make sense. What was really wanted was a training
program. Basic knowledge. Then they would be able to understand
what it is to really build a dome. 5o, | decided to start this program.
Yah, it took about a year.”

1970 was an extremely difficult year for Michael. That winter,
Michael had very little money. He lived with the CHARAS group as
best he could. Luckily, he was asked to teach at Columbia University
that winter. That income was helpful in starting his project. Michael's
entire body seems to wince, reliving those hard winter days. "We
used to live in all kinds of cellars on the Lower East Side, all kinds of
places. Sometimes we were frustrated by not being able to buy pen-
cils and paper. It was also very difficult to interest people in support-
ing our program because there was nothing we could show."”

The problems of that period were not only external but very
strongly internal as well. "It was very difficult to hold their attention.
They could not see what the connection was of all the things | was
talking about, all the triangles and cosines, and the one thing
they wanted to do. Namely, to build a house."

In this early period, there was a band of about seven that at-
tended “classes” conducted by Michael. Due to the erratic schooling
conditions, or lack of them, the people attending these sessions had
great difficulty in comprehending the intangibles involved in dome
mathematics and concepts. "They had been conditioned to see and
understand their reality of immediate survival. It was very hard to see
a few steps ahead. To some extent, this is still true when complex
planning is needed. But they have certainly come a long way.”
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The degree of dissatistaction and disillusionment during this
early period was the worst Michael had ever experienced. His voice
has the strain of not wanting to admit the depth of depression he
had known then. He takes a long look out the window at the ex-
tended landscape of the city before he goes on. "It was very unsatis-
fying. You couldn’t see any fruits of your labor. | really don't know
what gave me the patience to go on. There was no feedback at all.
It looked hopeless all the time. In fact, there were quite a few times
| was at the point of giving it all up. Now, this is something | don't
like to do in principle, That is probably why | continued. But,
somehow, things grew. Roy became most secure with what | was do-
ing. He had more background than the rest. It became easier for
him to understand. And, through some friends, by the end of that
year, we managed to get the Container Corporation of America to
produce the needed shell of the dome. It was going to be a new
form of corrugated board they had developed from paper.

“Then in 1971, a grant from the New York State Council on the
Arts came through. CHARAS was given $15,000 to research and build
two domes on a site in the Lower East Side.”

Michael now became very philosophical, reflecting retrospec-
tively on that first year. He settles effortlessly into a leather Mies van
der Rohe chair. He has given his thoughts consideration for some
time. He now speaks freely and with ease. “| think that in life you
have to be able to oscillate between freedom and structure and or-
der. Freedom is probably the most difficult thing there is. You have to
work very hard to build a freedom. A society truly built upon free-
dom can exist only after a structuring has taken place. It can be a
very loose structuring, but it has to be structured. What I'm really
talking about is the kind of freedom only a master painter can achieve
after 20 or 30 years of struggle. But, primarily you're talking about
a process, a problem process, and a process that is organized be-
cause of background and training. In CHARAS you had little of this.
You had a group of young men with really good vision who had
undergone major changes in their conceptual orientation to life.
They turned from things like mugging and other negative episodes
to activities of great positive worth. But they had absolutely no
ideas, no previous training, no tradition, nothing of knowing how
to really change a concept into a reality. And they had a tendency,
| think, to shy away from problems. In that case they were a little bit
like children in their enthusiasms. When the task resisted, they
would lose interest. | think that this is something which is pretty
much a social-cultural privation. Any schooling, no matter how bad
(and most today are bad), trains you to put a concentrated effort
to break a problem. Most of the people in CHARAS never had this.

"l discovered the only way to overcome this tremendous gap was

to have patience. The only way you can get a group like this to grow
and develop is by deliberately creating situations that will be imme-
diate and striking. Anybody involved will really understand what is
right or wrong. You've got to bring forth spontaneous understanding.
It's not a question of textbooks or authority.

"And it takes time. You have to wait before the realization dawns,
is understood and is converted automatically to self-motivated
knowledge.

“There were times | was depressed. | was very anxious. | tried to
push them hard sometimes. Until | realized there's no question of
pushing anybody, or telling them or shouting or anything like this.
You have to have patience and see how it develops. And in a society
where it is said that time is money, this kind of thinking is very diffi-
cult. Butitis necessary. If we can get people, all people, to think then
many of the problems will be understood and, maybe, solutions will
be created.

“| really learned that from Bucky. | often heard him talk about

sharing all you know. He 00ks at it as an absolutely matter of fact 111



thing. He feels that it's almost your responsibility to share your
knowledge and your advantage with other human beings.

"l also learned that nothing can be done in one day. And the one
thing that overwhelmed me with CHARAS was just how long it took
to get going. Yet, | think the results are very positive. But it took an
incredible effort. Not physical effort. But of time. You have got to
totally reorient your thinking about 'time is money.” But you must
begin 1o count the incredible amount of results you can get by edu-
cating all people.”

Michael's level of intensity and energy is extremely high now. He
stands and looks about the long living room space. He has more work
o do. He's about to tackle his first "commercial” job of originating
and building a complex for an Israeli orange juice concern. He is
eager to see if all that he has learned from Bucky and the men at
CHARAS can somehow be utilized in this new venture.

He calls cut for his "Miss Marcia” and says, “Let's eat.”" Michael
walks towards the dining table with the assurance of knowing the
food will be good and that tomorrow will, somehow, be met very
squarely and firmly. There is work to be done and Michael looks for-
ward to it.




HINO GARCIA

“Man whattme s t Ch no mumb ed as he opened the door The
tenement room was steam ng and dark The no sy fan did tl e but
b ow papers about on the fo d ng-tab e-turned-desk He had awoken
from a rest ess sleep He umbered back to the couch and dropped
down exhausted strugg ng to keep h s crump ed boxer shorts from
fa ngbe owhsamp estomach

When he was tod twas2PM he forced h mself up and stag-
gered toward the Kitchen s nk turn ng on the co d water The apart-
ment was three cramped rooms 1 had a front v ng room wh ch was
crowded w th furn ture and cartons of books and papers a rear wn-
dowless bedroom with ony a sma cab net to let without s nk or
bath and a k tchen n the m dd e act ng as an entrance ha w th the
c ass ¢ covered bathtub serv ng as a counter There wasn't any ven-
t ation and the bu d ng s ageshowed onthewa sandce ngs

Ch no Garc a and his wife Ruth ive on 3rd Street n the heart of
the once romantic "East V lage” but rea y the Lower East S de
Chino was asleep so ate n the afternoon because he had driven a
tax for a twelve-hour sh ft the prev ous n ght to augment h s ncome
from a community act on group NENA

Chna hs fatigue obvousy st engufng hm rose from the
couch and shufiled to the refrigerator bring ng oul two cans of beer
Then s tt ng at the makesh ft desk he ooked at the various p es of
correspondence to and from cty agences ne ghborhood acton
groups, and the ke He handed over one of the beers and a sheet of
paper “Doyoud gwhat 've written?"

The paper conta ned three th ck paragraphs out nng the pur-
poses of h s fel ow partic pants n CHARAS for a fund ng app caton
He accepted the comment that the page was very ¢ ear and prec se
“Great man | sweated over that mother for two days sure hope
they d g what we're doing and what we want to do " He took a ong
sw g of beer from the can 'Those dudes at those foundat ons have to
have some of their heads changed We have to get nto a rap with
them Share an exchange of heavy deas " He sat back and sm ed
"That's what's beautifu about rappng F xes up your head He
gqu ck y banged h s head to emphasize h s po nt “Takes out the sh t
and puts n some new stuff Again he sm led and eaned n ¢ ose
"Somet mes | th nk there's too much to th nk about But that's what's
sodynam te now He laughed a sat sfying augh

“Hey et'ssit outonthestoop Too hot n here " Ch no sa d as he
pu ed on h s farmer coveral s and T-shrt The m d Apri afternoon
had brought the street al ve with people and the sounds of traffic
There were many people stro  ng or oung ng on other stoops There
was a group of men p aying dom nos sitting on m k crates and bal- 115




ancing the board on their knees Others gathered in small knots of
wives with chi dren or men gossiping The street suddenly seems to
bloom when the weather is good

Many of the people pass ng Ch no greeted him or stopped to ask
about some community problem or report on some ongoing activity
It appeared he was very much a publ ¢ figure. Mention ng this to hm
caused his large frame and broad face to dissolve into a thoughtful
expression He settled on the stoop steps and looked down the street
and then back. "Yeah, peop e used to know me for really fucked up
th ngs MNow, dg them knowing me for trying to get it together "
Again that satisfying augh rumbled out of him as he waved to a cou-
ple across the street. They eagerly waved and smiled back

Seeing Chino sitting on his tenement build ng's front stoop, t
wou d be difficult to magine this twenty-six-year-old young man had
been one of the most feared gang-leaders the Lower East Side had
ever known He now ooks so ben gn and passive n his panda-bear-
ish portliness. His thick nappy black beard and modified Afro hair
style s n sharp contrast to the sl ck and sleek young "war lord"” ap-
pearance of his teen years

Early photos show h s under six foot frame standing erect and
proud MNone of the pride has left h m but sizable bu k has now cov-
ered his tal ish figure. His smal dark eyes still have the alertness that
years of "protect ng"” h s turf necessitated Chino's gaze today is one
of nspection rather than a greeting

Chino drained the rest of h s beer He rose from the stoop and
walked across the street to the neighborhood bodega-grocery store
An an mated Spanish conversation ensued between Ch no and the
young owner A unigue sense of warmth passed between these two
young men A fee ng of belong ng and shared experience was
evident.

With a fresh can of beer and a ham and cheese sandwich Ch no
crossed back to h s stoop. He ooked as comfortab e sitt ng on the
stoop as another wou d be sitting in his living room But his years of
experience as a "street-person” had made this Ching's living room

The youngest of five ch Idren (three brothers and one sister)
of parents who worked five or six days a week Ch no basically
was on his own from early chidhood He had earned street
ways during a ch dhood n the Chelsea section of New York's West
S de For protection and camaraderie he had joined a neighborhood
gang the Assassins, when he was almost eleven Ch no's keen judg-
ment, awareness, and political shrewdness had qu ckly elevated
h m to a position of war ord It was his responsibility to keep peace
with rival gangs or to negotiate the terms of "battie ™ And many a
battle there had been He became adept at quickly judg ng people
and situations. This ab ty would be used adroitly n the commun ty
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A teenaged young man calls out to Chino. He crosses over to the
stoop and sits. They grasp each other's hand n the "brother” hand-
shake "What's happening, brother?," Chino entones. A short whis-
pered conversation ensues. The young man's older brother has been
picked up again on a narcotics charge. He's being held in jail for the
use and possession of heroin But this time, the older brother wants
to really "kick.” Chino agrees it's a good idea and states he' try to get
to the right people and place the addict into a drug rehabilitation
program

Chino places his arm around the distraught young man’s shoul-
ders. Chino's voice is soft and comforting “Man, some of my broth-
ers went nto drugs and the whole narcotic problem for many years of
their ives. They made my mother suffer a lot. But now they are okay
Some are going to ¢o lege They al have dependable jobs. Now my
father feels he has accompl shed his responsibi ity He gonna be re-
tiring soon from years of being a waiter and my mother is gonna stop
work ng n the bra factory They are going back to P R and my father
feels confident that he doesn't have to worry about us anymore ™

The young man nodded his understand ng and thanked Ch no
for his forthcoming efforts. Ch no laughed as he continued, “The per-
son that worries my father most now is me. Because | m always into
some crealive th ng He wants me to have someth ng steady " The
young man laughed along with Chino and grasped Chino's hand n
the "brother” handshake and again, thanked h m and wa ked away

Ch no watched the young man disappear down the street. He
shook h s head reflectively "You know, it's good to see guys ike that
really nterested n trying to help someone n hs famly Too many
people today are only for number one, themselves and no one else. A
ot of people knock the fam ly today 1've thought about this and be-

eve that the more ndustrial certain nations have become, the less
mportance was given the fam ly structure I'm not aga nst ndustrial
development, but I'm n favor of the fam ly That's what the gangs
were really nto Substitute fam ies With nearly everyone's fam ly out
work ng or the apartment 50 loaded with kids, a lot of people escaped
to the streets to find new fam ies geared to what they needed

"The family with a sense of common care has to be revived n an
urban society An urban scciety has to deve op a new concept of
strong fam ly contact. We had that contact n the street gangs. | mean
we took care of each other That's the beginning Even when brothers
belonged to different gangs and would fight each other, when they
got home they used to love each other, no matter how crazy t
sounds.

“Street gangs, for me, was part of my university education My
abi ity at leadersh p and things like that was learned in the gangs. My
abi ity to understand other people began there | began analyzing
things there. The gang was really, in a funny way, the beg nn ng of
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community nvolvement A lot of people see the gangs negatively;

some see tfrom a positive viewpoint. To me it was a positive nvolve-

ment. | do not regret the th ngs | did then | woud hate to do them

now because my m nd is different But | cannot regret my past. Re-
gretting my past s kegivingupmy fe My past s my past.”

Having finished his sandwich and beer, Ch no now arose and

walked down towards Avenue A through the many people moving up
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m now us ng techniques | learned when | was a gang leader You
know it's a s mple decision to make You destroy th ngs or you bu d
them And you got to make that decis on My dec sion s now to bu d
th ngs There are a lot of brothers and sisters down here who wou d

ke to stay n a destruction bag That's where they are But f they
don't want no help, there's noth ng you can do about t. The way see
th ngs is that m ava able for whoever wants to change But m not
gonna force nobody to change In my own ife now f | want to
change, gosomeplace to learn what | need or just try to change "

Walk ng uptown on Avenue A a notch of obvious junk es was
nestled together n front of a run-down uncheonette. They ranged n
age from midd e teens to late fort es One or two ooked up and called
out, “What's happen ng brother " and dropped back nto their m nd-
less staring Ch no's eyes revealed despa r and sadness. These were
his brothers, regard ess of the r current state "Funny th ng about the
early days of the gangs.” Ch no began “There wasn't any real junk
around n those days But ater when some of the eaders became
junkies ke the dols of the members, then a lot of the brothers fol-
owed along Man 90 per cent of the gangs became junkies" Hs
vo ce was now tinged with bitterness “The thing that rea ly knocked
off the gangs was dope.”

Approach ng the Peoples Park at 7th Street and Avenue A many
young bays and girls who had emptied out of the nearby schoo were
busy running about and enjoying themselves n an area that the com-
munity had established through ts own energies. Again many of the
kds n the park and several adults came over to speak to Ch no
There was much am able conversat on n Span sh and Engish A
general fee ng of "good v bes” was generated back and forth De-
spite al the itter n the streets and the genera decay of the area the
fee ng among people seeamed positive. It was ¢ ear evidence that
depressed condit ons dd not d m sparks of hope for alternatives.
The Peoples Park was atestimon al to such efforts

"Ain't ths somethng"” Chno enjoyed walk ng through this
space It was a product of everyth ng he was attempt ng to repre-
sent for nearly the ast ten years He sat down on the steps of the
small stage that edged the northern | ne of the Park He waved his
hand trying to encompass the whole area. "Man | don't th nk some-
th ng | ke this cou d have happened if the gangs, that s those who
d dn't get nto junk or any other sh t, hadn't changed their d rect ons
The gang structure n the early 60's had to go somewhere be-
cause the soc al atmosphere of this area was chang ng There was
| ke two b g alternatives drugs or puttng al your energes nto
some creativity some positive d rection

“I went with this d rection because | ke to see th ngs be creative
and th ngs to be bu It, not ripped up | sometimes think that be ng run
out of New York back when | was seventeen was the best fuckin’

119



th ng that ever happened to me.” Ch no's expression was grave He
was twisting his beard nto ittle knots of ha r with h s right hand
Remembering the particulars of that situation brought a tens on to
Chino's voice Hisusual Iting accented voice was now flat and exact.

"You know | sort of got pressure to leave for PR And | dd It
was best | do that because a ot of our people was getting away with
murder A lot of crimes were be ng committed And you know it's
hard to convict us." He now began to chuckle heart ly “And when |
used to get arrested it was for someth ng | didn't do But | don't want
to compla n because | committed so many things when | was young |
got to the point where | didn't object when | was pu led in because
there was so much | had gotten away with But there are a lot of
brothers n prison that haven't committed any crime. But those cops
just pick you up for fuckin' things you don' do

“But my case it worked out different The cops at the precinct
told me, Leave And it took me one hour to pack up and split. | know
what they can do to you. | seen times when they put dope in people’s
pockets Look there's a lot of police that are very good fuck n' peo-
ple and there are lot of bastards.

“Yeah, | took the cops’ advice because | had the choice of facing
a few cases that were sure to come up if | stayed. So the best thing
was to get out of the country

"I was glad to be able to return to P R | had a more positive view
of everyth ng | was doing there It was exciting and beautiful | had al
kinds of jobs and travelled through the whole island | was free, no-
body bothered me. | wasn't respons ble to nobody | had a great
fuck n t me there. Actual freedom | felt great about it. | also began
viewing the local political activities and learning from them Just
look ng at them and learning | must have spent nearly a year and a
half there But then | came back and started fuckin' around again, in
the streets. | found most of my gang brothers were junk es. | had to
decide to go this way or that way "

Ch no was now very tense. His knotting of his beard became
more agitated as his fingers twisted through the black, nappy hairs.
He suddenly turned and said, And man, | found out that a few of my
own brothers had turned to junk Right n my own family It cut deep.
And | had two choices. dope or try to be as creative as possible. Lis-
ten a lot of brothers tried and fell nto the alligator pit. Me and the
guys com ng with me, wel , we fell nto the mushroom pit."

Ch no now realized it was past 3P M and he shou d be checking
nto the NEMA offices on Avenue C between 3rd and 4th Streets. He
got up and started a healthy pace towards the storefront converted
office space NEMA is a community act on group that nvolves itself
with the hous ng health, recreation, day-care and myriad other prob-
lems besett ng the people livng n a blighted ghetto area. Chino
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The office is divided nto various partitioned work areas. Ch no
enters and greets everyone he encounters with “What's happen n’'
brother?" The young woman at the recept on desk is busy on the
phone ta k ng to someone n Spanish She hands Ch no a number of
messages as he passes her desk He scans them and says, "Thanks,
s ster” to the still busy young woman and turns nto h s ittle cub cle.
He quickly gets on the phone There are calls to be made to one or
two city agencies, severa ocal residents, a foundation executive
one of the CHARAS brothers his wife and his brother Jocko.

Hav ng fin shed his barrage of phone cals Chino sits back from
the desk and oud y announces for al to hear that he needs a beer
and some food From another cubicle Roberto Nazario who s a
former RGS member calls back, "Do your th ng brother " There is
some p ayfu bantering and ntra-cubicle visit ng Ch no gathers a
small group anda head for a nearby Cuban-Spanish restaurant. The
various waiters and counter peop e seem to know Ch no well and
greet h m with friendly handshakes ta k ( n Spanish) and sma | flour-
shes of service extended towards the late luncheon group Ch no
nforms everyone that the waiter w  bring out what he th nks s the
best food ava lab e thatday They' settle the check ater

The food is sufficient and plentifu with many rounds of beer for
a Roberto ncknamed Rabbit, and Ch no had begun rem n scing
about some of the early days of the gangs and the formation of the
RGS group Chino had mentioned that after h s return from Puerto
Rico he had encountered Angelo Gonzalez, "his ace man, at a street
party one even ng n ate autumn of 63 at East 12th Street and Ave-
nue B Ange o had just come out of prison after three and a half years
for a murder rap. Angelo was dissatisfied with h s current way of life
and Ch no had begun to rea ize his need for a change of d rection t
was their encounter and nitial ta ks that formed the bas s for the de-
velopment of the Real Great Society and ater CHARAS

Ch no was now fin sh ng his fourth beer He patted his stomach
contentedly and allowed a magnificent beer belch to escape to the
app ause and entertainment of everyone at the table Ch no turned to
Rabbit and continued “You know that Angelo kes to work Real y
has to work now to support his batch of kidd es. But, man he's a
hard-work ng cat work ng someplace al the time and making money
I'm the godfather to his first daughter Shame he's not more active
w th us now " Rabbit sm led a know ng sm e “It's okay He's tak ng
care of bus ness." Everyone agreed that to be work ng and provid ng
for your fam ly was better than many of the th ngs they had done n
the past or cou d be doing now as a substitute

The check arrived and was divided equa ly among the d ners
During the short wa k back to the NENA office, Ch no began ta king
about Dr Charles Slack who had first worked with the early RGS
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had devised a study of street gangs operat ng on the ower West
Sde of the cty Chno had met and befriended h m during those
days When RGS was formng Chno caled upon hm for advice
and ass stance Charl e (there are no ttes or societal appelat ons
n the street gangs) soon became ther pub city drector and
tour arranger (a device used to raise necessary money and attract
attent on)

“He was a great fuck n cat, and he probably doesn't know it"
Ch no was say ng expansively "He's one of the best pub city men
around th s country  know that because seen h m n act on and the
guy sgreat He knew how to say the right th ng at the right t me Ca
the right person at the right t me The man was too much He sad he
wou d stay around as ong as we needed hm and then he wou d
eave. After he d d what he thought was h s commitment he eft. That
cat was too much We ovedh m man "

The NENA off ces were somewhat qu eter twas nearly 6P M In
about an hour or so those peop e who work at the NENA office wou d
be arriving and the neighborhood peop e wou d be flowing n for
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these ghetto dwellers Ch no sat in h s little office quietly for a time
go ng over some papers and mak ng some notes. He then just sat,
seem ng y n deep thought. A phone rang and Ch no answered it He
took the message and hung up “It's just ke the early days at RGS
This guy has an dea he wants to d scuss with the board We used to
get deas from everybody We'd sten to anyone L sten to a hundred
and maybe you come up with one good one We used to have meet-
ngs with over two hundred people and it ooked ke everyone had an
dea for us to do Butfuck 1, whatever came across was what's mpor-
tant A thousand people ta k and you get ten good deas from them
that's great

“One of the ma n th ngs we kept com ng up with was that we
needed more than we knew Education became mportant. But we
wanted each person to educate h mself And you know some of
these guys are now lawyers and nto other heavy profess ons. | earned
by go ng to d fferent ndividua s that knew what | wanted to know and
Id ask them also took specia courses that people suggested so

d mprove my bas ¢ education Learned to read and write when |
was nearly n neteenbut earned

"My responsibi ity was to my se f-education and how to learn at
my convenience regard ess of the system Many of the brothers who
were with us then and have done good come around to he p other
peope n any way they can These are the guys that are al right,
Some other peop e get nto a bag of self-interest and only th nk of
themselves th nk they get ost, somet mes Only see the now and
not what can be around the corner t's tough to stay n the struggle |
know that But you have to hang n"

Rabb t poked his head n and sad there was a qu ck meeting
being ca ed Ch no was gone about twenty m nutes and returned
augh ng qu etly The meet ng had been cal ed to decide upon some
name for a ne ghborhood project that was be ng panned by the
NENA staff Th s meeting had rem nded Ch no of the time a name
was needed for the group he and Angelo had gathered around them
“Wehad a meet ng ke th s one because we cou dn't cons der ca ng
ourselves the Assassins or the Dragons It has to be a name to b ow
fuck n peop e's m nds So a who e bunch of names came about. You
know for a time we was ca ng ourselves the Spartican Army But
that wasn't such an enthusiast ¢ name because peop e used to react
toit nafunny way We were hay ng th s meet ng on the top floor of
605 East 6th Street, D fferent peope started ca ling out d fferent
names There was also some crit cism nvolving the Johnson Adm n-
istration and the way they kept h ring al those h gh-priced cats to
work n our commun ty They really d dn't know shit about us And
then some people screamed out Down with the great soc ety And
then someone ye led out,'Yeah up with the rea great soc ety And
everyth ng broke up with people shouting ‘That's t. We are the Real
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Great Society ' It was a spontaneous creation It was the same when
the six brothers got together to talk about form ng what became
CHARAS. We knew a name was important because people symbolize
themselves beh nd a name. And the idea of using our first initials
came up We juggled them around and finally out came
C-H-A-R-A-S It coud mean anyth ng Later we did find out from
some kid that Charas, in Indian, means hash. Well, that's way th ngs
happen sometime.

“You know there was someth ng else from the meeting | just had
that made me think of some of the early problems we had with RGS.
This project is a teenage summer program dealing with recycling pa-
per and tin cans. We had to decide if it should be a regular business
set-up or some kind of non-profit arrangement. That was our hang-
up in the early RGS days. We got into business programs to support
our community programs. Our purpose was to try to get to be self-
supported It's | ke a nation wants to be ndependent of the United
States but it still economically counts on the United States It's not an

ndependent country

“And after several years we realized it wasn't a good idea for us to
work that way To become a self-sustain ng organization that could
service other people n the community would mean we'd have to cre-
ate some kind of General Motors. And n order to be a good business-
man and have a good profitable business, you have to be a bastard. |
think n this society the owners have to be bastards. They have to kick
the other guy in order to make it.

"And the same is true of pol tics. We made it very clear we cou d
not get nvolved in political events. Po itics isolates you into one goal
nstead of being flexible n deal ng with the reality of trying to do
whatever you want to do We also knew that we could not get in-
volved in every novel event that happens If we see the future as a
point of development, then any type of politica involvement (no mat-
ter how radical or how conservative) delays you from actually pro-
ducing, tak ng care of business, of being responsible to help out your
brothers and sisters. Whatever po itics we get into ourselves does not
mean the organization was getting nvolved We have the same po icy
at CHARAS and also now at NENA. Look, it's too early yet to run nto
any brick walls. So we don't want to make no mistake Brick walls
hurt and when they hurt, they hurt That's why we try to avoid that
kind of action "

People began arriving at the storefront offices. The sudden bab-
ble of conversations and phones ring ng was in sharp contrast to the
near quiet of the past hour Ch no was now being ca led from meeting
to meeting, or pulled aside by different men or women wanting to talk
about their problems or deas It was an active and vigorous three
hours that followed By 10 P M everyone, NENA workers and the
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and tired He was stil expected to work an eight hour shift for the tax
company, beg nn ng at m dnight.

“Wow man, th s was a heavy night. Let's get a beer " Ch no was
walk ng out the door when he was stopped aga n for a hurried fifteen-
minute conference with some people He finally came over to the
front door and looked up and down Avenue C “You know,” he said,
“itwou d be n ce if CHARAS cou d get enough money so that | could
spend a my time there nstead of just jump ng back and forth ke |
do now Because woud | ke to get nto heavy ventures of new ways
of | fe for commun ties. The dome was someth ng we wanted to get
nvolved with to do just to know we could do it. If we were able to do
that, we cou d do anyth ng we're determined to do

"Mow it's ke the second part of CHARAS. It's gong to begn
th s year We want to nvestigate communal life. Ths is now our
chang ng period Actualy we always had it s nce the beg nn ng of
'64. We have the experience of our actions That's what we want to do
th s com ng decade Put this experience nto action We are now at a
slage when we have to ook at th ngs—econom cally, po itically and
cultura ly from d fferent ways. We have to see what we can do as a
community and deal with it. We have to see the different th ngs peo-
ple can do as communities

“So the whole th ng is gett ng our people in this community n-
volved with someth ng different from what they know now Showing
them you don't have to be the same old person over and over again

ke a broken record We have to find ways to show them they are
people with m nds. That they have or cou d get some great way of
doing someth ng | can see a fantastc community develop from
someth rg | ke that. Sure most of the people would want to get in-
volved IT[:at's okay They' see how much better we're living and
want to join us.

"Our th ng is to teach n this decade We have to spend a ot of
time teach ng what we have learned to show somebody else how it
was done n the past and how they can do it n their present and
future We can be this tool for others. That's what | see us doing n the
To's”

Ch no was headed back to the little bodega from which he had
earlier gotten his “breakfast” sandwich He was going to get some
beers and cross the street nto his build ng to spend an hour or two
with his wife who would tel h m of her activities n another commu-
nity action group for wh ch she works. They wou d have this short
interval before Chino had to p ck up his cab for the evening The day
had been ong and f led with activities and events that kept this
young man alert and engaged He wouldn't want it any other way
And Ruth to be sure, wou d want no other | fe for herself and Ch no
except the continued fulfi Iment of their dream of a better tomorrow
and their efforts towards its hopeful ach evement.
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HUMBEHT[I CRESPO

(Deceased)

Reports about a person from various sources do not usually have a
consistency of attitude. We seldom live in a world that has mirrors
facing each other with endless reflections of the same image. But this
appears to be the quality of Humberto Crespo.

He grew up with Chino and Angelo in the cauldron of the Lower
East Side. infested with the gangs and creeping lure of drugs. He
used the military as an escape from a life of entrenched hopeless-
ness. In this, he was not unique.

Unlike many of his confreres, Humberto came back to his old
haunts and friends, finding both the best and worst possibilities avail-
able to him. Many of his friends had turned to junk. Others had at-
tempted to help discover ways of combating the evils of the ghetto
He wanted action. He, therefore, wheedled, cajoled, prodded those
who offered positive alternatives,

He occasionally faltered when action was not as immediate as he
desired. He played with junk like the cat with the end of a thread. But
when he was involved and dedicated, Crespo was a dynamic force in
the pursuit of programs or ideas that could help his people

He made a deep impression upon those who knew him. Their
lives were touched by his humor and vitality. There was a sense of
true potential in this young man whose life ended as he was attemnpt-
ing o help another sufferer

His friends’ recollections of him speak best for him. By sharing their
thoughts they close the gap again

Asremembered by CHIND GARCIA

“Crespo, | think he was a year older than me or a year younger
than me. It's not important, the age. He died in August, 1970. | was
in New Mexico at that time. Crespo was a very interesting person
The cat was an evangelist. He kind of looked at life as a development
process one of the things | dug about the brother was he looked
at lite as something new always and you never have to do the
same thing over and over again. A lot of us work ourselves like that

“At one time in his life he was a very Goldwater-type of person
Yeah! Conservative. Crespo always liked to be different than the in-
crowd just so he could bug people at the right time. You have 1o look
at yourself when people are like that. Now, the brother joined the
Marines because he was proud of being in the service of the United
States. At that time there was thousands of young people who
wanted to be a Marine because it makes you a great man. | think
through the Marines he became a menace. According to what he had
explained to me, he had a fantastic military life. He's a legend, ac-
carding to what his friends told me and what he had told me 127
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“He and me was nvolved n the Assassins together We grew up
together We had a great time as members of the Assassins We had a
great t me as teenagers. We went everywhere together and made it
with a lot of sisters We had a great time When he came out of the
Marines, he sti was a little bit in favor of the Vietnamese war but
not as before He served a year n Vietnam n active combat. He saw a
lot of fuck-ups there He joined a couple of the Veterans of the Viet-
nam Movements because he was very sick and tired of the war He
noticed the game being played onh m

"50 the reason he became an active person in CHARAS is, | feel
that he wanted to be part of creating an alternative One of the most
mportant th ngs about the brother is he was the most active
member of the organization The reason he was s because he didn't
give a hel about too much structure or discipl ne So therefore, he be-
came a flamboyant type of character

"Yeah He had a great time had a beautifu time and enjoyed
h mself Everybody ked hm He wasa ot of fun He always used to
come out with a lot of jokes He hardly ever said no to anything He
went to every place he was asked He also took every drug you could
th nk of Just to try it. Mot as an addict but so he could try it He was
the type of cat that wanted to have the experience before he talks to
you about t. The reason he finally went against the war was because
he was n the war The reason he didn't go on buying heron was
because he took hero n and he knew thousands of people nvolved n
thatdrug The reason he cou d talk to people about acid was because
he took ac d Before he gave h 5 op nion about someth ng he tried to
know about it from h s own experience If he never tried t, he hardly
nevergave h sop n on

“Crespo was around 55" He had drty blond har ght green
eyes He was a ght-sk nned Puerto R can He had a big head and
jaw He had a good build physical y He never got dressed up but he
always had a clean sh rt and clean pair of pants on He kept h mself
pretty clean not dressed up but always clean His father s Puerto
Rican his mother is Cuban She speaks Spanish and Eng ish and
writes it very well Crespo dentified very much with h s Caribbean
and Puerto Rican background and culture He was a very ntel gent
person | mean ntel gent.

“And ke every young man the future college event became an
mportant part of h s fe. But after awh e he started th nk ng more of
the socia structure of our society | th nk he would have ded cated
his ife to changing the social structure nto someth ng having more
humanized ways of life In a way that was how he got k led There
was a brother member Sanchez, He was addicted He started k cking
cold turkey He realized n order to keep away from drugs he wou d
probab y have to go to a d fferent environment So Crespo said look,

know some people in Florida and maybe they wi | help you out. You

cou d stay with them and they wi he p you out. And, he sad at the
same time | go visit my fam ly down there He told the guy, let's
hitchh ke there. So they started hitchh king A few days before he left
he was tel ng a few of the fe lows that he rea ly didn't fee like going
that someth ng had told h m not to go on the trip It's strange when
people get that k nd of feel ng
"Yeah He told his closest friends besides me | wasn't around
because of a trip to Mexico so eventua y he went with brother
Sanchez. On their way to F orida there was a terrible car accident
nvalving a few other cars and he meth s death there
“The most mportant influence that he had on the development
of CHARAS was that he had a question for everyth ng that was said.
never heard any mother-fucker ask as many questions ke he d d
He was that type of character Why why th s, why that | th nk that
was hs bg nfluence Because you know that when youre going
to be with that person you really gotta have a lot of fuck n answers.
He asked you more why's than you probably ever heard n your ife.
th nk thatwas mportant "
As remembered by AMGELO GONZALES, JR
"Wel Crespoand me went back to the gang days He was there n
the projects also. His family sti  ives here He used to run w th Ch no
a ot during the days of the Aszsassing Crespo had a hitch n the Ma-
rines after he started to fool around with drugs. He got too serious
nto it. Anyway, enough so he cou dn't get out of 1. At that time the
Marines was the best place for h m It was and it wasn't. t got h m out
of the dope But he got nto a ot of troub e with the Marine Corps
because he was rea ly a rebe to that whole system bas ca ly He was
always ask ng why Like Ch no says, you don't ask why n the Marine
Corps. Especia ly not to your first master sergeant of the dri  You
just keep your mouth shut. He never kept h s mouth shut But he went
through the whole trip with the Marine Corps He d d a ot of traveling
and served a lot of time in the brig He d d a ot of crazy th ngs and
then he came out
“He had a big "why" al about h m. He kept ask ng questions. The
Marine Corps is not work ng this is not work ng what wi work what
should do He had the G benefits so he had better go to school He
tried thatout forawh ealso He keditandhed dnt keit
" can't remember fhewentto N Y U or Manhattan Community |
don't know | m not sure because he was more out of schoo than n
schoo We were try ng to get Crespo to get down with us because
most of the t me he just wasn't do ng anyth ng and he had a ot of
energy and we felt that he cou d once he's the type of guy that
once he wants to do someth ng he cou d real y get it done So finally
when we talked about Mex co and the Outward Bound trip he got
exc ted He was very bad in the n-between stages He was very m-
patient He'd come around and talk but want action fast.
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“| talked to h m about Outward Bound and he said he had ex-
perience n the Marine Corps. He compared that with Cutward
Bound | told him it was completely different. In the Marine Corps you
had to do whatever you were ordered At Outward Bound it was com-
pletely different. You don't have to do it if you don't want to But once
we got nto th ngs (that's me, Crespo and Moses) in Colorado and
Mexico it was okay Then one particular th ng came up that was kind
of interesting The Ind ans we were supposed to innoculate never
knew that we was supposed to nnoculate them. So when we showed
up, they were really frightened They were raised detached from any
real civi ization They were really in the mountains We were already
impos ng on them it turned out to be Crespo really got uptight about
that. So did the rest of us. Crespo really made an effort to communi-
cate with them make them fee at ease or else leave if we couldn't do
that. If we couldn't try to make ourselves acceptable to them then we
shou dn't be there That came off pretty good Like Crespo was really
a humanistic guy Like, he could rea ly get into people’s souls Any
place he went, he was like a real force He managed somehow to
really be able to give, to relate to it or do something for it, If he dug
someth ng herea ly got ntoital the way

“I don't know what else to say about the guy excepl that we al
ovedh ma ot. Wed d a lot of crazy th ngs together But at the end of
h s life he was nto do ng new and different things, try ng to know if
they could happen if he put enough energy into it. He was so dis-
satisfied with what existed that he just couldn't accept it. No way
from the Marine Corps ondown
Asremembered by ROY BATTISTE.

"I met Crespo probably around November 1969 when he had just
gotten out of the service and he came n to work at CHARAS Id
known him before then but we didn't talk or anyth ng like that It was
just on a hel o-goodby k nd of basis. He was good friends with Ch no
and Angelo and he d dn't have anything to do when he got out of the
service. So this was someth ng to do

“You know he didn't take any shit, kind of kept Chino and Angelo
on their toes a the time by question ng them He was not afraid to
te them go ‘fuck off’ if they were s tt ng around. He'd been in Vietnam
and seen a ot of guff and came back to the States He was away fora
few years and things had changed dramatical y At that time a ot of
h s friends were mess ng around w th dope and t was frustrating to
himtoseea otofths .

He came back and he d work for us for -awhile and he began ex-
perienc ng frustrat ons with n h mself and started hanging out with a
ot of his od friends who were messing around with dope Hang
around with peop e mess ng with dope and youre going to start
using dope too That may have ed to his eventua death But before
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to get himself together Then he went down to Co orado and Mexico
with us.

"It was a good experience for h m, He came back with a lot of
positive attitudes but began to feel frustrated again He didn't have
any money at that time and it became a gquestion of how he was going
to survive He had a good relationsh p with his family but they didn't
have the answers to the questions that he had Mobody had an an-
swer for him We used to ta k about it

"He was ook ng for h mself. You have to understand t's a heavy
shock when you get out of the service and are working to try and pick
up the pieces It's like when you move out of your neighborhood, you
leave behind your whole | fe Experiences become d fferent. In order
to survive you have to make a ot of changes in yourse f espec al y
from the mi itary to civ lian life It's k nd of hard to get back nto the
normal grind as you knew it He often seemed happy and outgoing
but that's what he did to fight off the blues. | knew him in other mo-
ments when he was comp etely down and out,

"Bul above a he was a really compass onate person He really
cared about people He tried to he p someone else When we were in
Mex co the way he related to people there He rea y dug what he was
doing He dug the people he got nvo ved with Yet with n h mse {
there was a lot of turmoil going on But he wanted to see th ngs work
out positively and he tried to do everyth ng he cou d to make that
kind of positive change "

Asremembered by MOSES ANTHONY FIGUEROA

“"One day Ch no came over to the house and sa d Moses, this s
Crespo He just came back from Vietnam Th s was n 69 the end of
'69 and he said you know Crespo is go ng to be part of us Crespo
said now dig it you guys you guys have been do ng al those th ngs
together And what am go ng to do s going to hang out with you
guys and earn because | was n V etnam and wh le | was there my
mind opened up to a lot of things and have a ot of sk s to offer But
asfarascv an ifeisconcerned knew very little am here to learn

ooked into Crespo’s eyes, there was a very strong spark of freinh s
eyes.

‘His eyes were sort of green A very rich sort of green-gray with
yellow dots that whenever he got exc ted, the yellow n the eyes
would play nthe ght. He had short hair, long in the back He came
to my house wearing Army ¢ othes and Army boots which as far as

knew he a ways wore Then one day we were just together | sad
come up to my house and we eat He came and he stayed a
day He came around 11 AM and he eft around 7 PM We talked
about what had been happen ng those days in Vietnam War was the
b gthing Hehad justcome back from 1.

"Then we talked and he remembered a ot about Puerto Rico and
Puerto Rican ife th nk that's where the strength of our re ationsh p
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lay: the fact that we were both men that had been carved out of Puer-
o Rico rather than men who had been carved into a Puerto Rican
culture in New York City. We both lived in two different kinds of cul-
ture, Puerto Rican culture in New York and Puerto Rican culture in
Puerto Rico. Those are different levels of communication that not
many Puerto Ricans have. Chino has it, Angelo has it, Rabbit has it,
Little Rabbit has it. He had that and | think that's where our strong
binding force comes in. Crespo surely had that and with his experi-
ence in Vietnam, Crespo was a whole different kind of man.

"I just felt good being around Crespo. Crespo was very shy in
many ways. | don’t know if he showed this to other people or not but
one day when | lived on 88th Street, right off the park, he came in with
this beautiful creature, this Puerto Rican girl. She was just an amaz-
ing little creature. | had never seen a Puerto Rican woman in Mew
York like that. She wasn't a big woman. She was around 5’4" and her
features were very strong. But they were features of a Puerto Rican
waoman from Puerto Rice, like the kind of women | know. He said this
is my girlfriend and then he introduced her. We spent the afternoon
together. Crespo was always alive, That's what | liked about Cres-
po. Many people criticize people who are always on but Crespo in
the beginning was very gentle and he never made me feel up-
tight. | never felt in any way ego-conflicted with Crespo. And Cres-
po was a man and a half. He'd been in Vietnam, he shot people, he'd
been shot at, but yet there was this unigue simplicity that came out of
him in childlike guality.

“I don't know if Crespo understood the concept of the geodesic
dome and all the technology that was beginning to flow through the
group. But he would say, | don't know what the fuck you guys are
talking about. Let's just do it. What do you want me to do? That's the
way he was and that's why | liked him so much.”

As remembered by SAL BECKER

"Crespo and | met at CHARAS when we went on the Outward
Bound trip. | wasn't one of the guys that grew up with him, like An-
gelo and Chino. Angleo and | had spent about four days driving. |
don't drive. So he was doing all the driving and we were exhausted
and tired and like run down. Like, we just wanted to get to Colorado,
gel our equipment, and get someone else to drive us or send us to
Mexico. When we got to Denver, we found that we would have to go
another half hour or 45 minutes to get to Colorado Srpings where the
group was. Crespo was already there. When we got to Colorado
Springs, we parked the car at the bottom of the mountain and one of
the assistant instructors drove us up to the top. The first thing that
happened, when we got out of the truck, was seeing all these strange
people from Outward Bound looking at us and checking us out, won-
dering why we were late. Like it's taboo to be late for an Outward
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trip at Woodstock, New York
in the winter of 1969.

from out of the blue, Crespo comes running. He grabs me and hugs
me and says, Sal baby, what's happening. Like, | never knew him that
well but | got such a warm reception from him. Right then and there
our true full relationship started because | said, wow, man, this guy is
really beautiful.

"I never had the opportunity to get to know him that well because
we were working ten blocks from each other in New York. He showed
me that he had been through a lot of changes and he learned from his
changes. He didn't want everybody else to go through the same shit
that he went through. So, if he would see you uptight, he would try to
rap to you. He was available to talk to if you needed someone to lean
on. But everyone at CHARAS tried to be like that,

“"When | stop to think now, Crespo never had a negative attitude.
He was always such a happy-go-lucky guy. He'd get pissed off some-
times when something went wrong, he'd say, fuck it, let's do it again.

"I didn’t know he was once totally involved in drugs until after he
died. | can understand that if he did. It was because his degree came
from the university of the streets, | mean the real streets. He had
learned to deal with people, all people. And when | was with him |
didn'tknow | was white. It was fantastic.”




NGELO GONZALEZ, JR.

Angelo, twenty-eight now, seems to be a tranguil, mild-mannered
young man—a surprising observation given his early background.
MNone of the turbulent, violent, anti-social, and highly aggressive be-
havior appears to be operative today. If social and psychological ref-
ormation is possible, Angelo is an excellent example of the process.

In his teens, Angelo Gonzalez, Jr. was a lean, hard-bodied young
man with a taut, handsome Latin face and limpid, brown saucer-like
eyes. Although not tall, he stood like a giant among his peers on the
Lower East Side in the late 50's. Angelo was the undisputed gang
leader of over B0O young men and women who comprised the two
gangs known as the Assassins and the Dragons. What is more re-
markable is that Angelo acquired this power when he was thirteen
years old.

Today, with the years of gang fighting behind him, a murder rap
at the age of 15, and over three years in prison, the co-organizer of
the Real Great Society and CHARAS has put on some weight and his
strong-featured face has softened. Although his energy may have
lessened somewhat over the years, his desire for new societal pat-
terns is still passionate.

At present, Angelo has no permanent residence. When in New
York City, he usually shuttles from his mother’s home in the Baruch
Projects of the Lower East Side to one of the several women who
consider him their “man.” In the past, he had been thought of as a
“prize catch.” His reputation is still very strong and there are many
available women with whom Angelo takes up temporary residence.
There are also a number of children in addition to the two daughters
from his first marriage. Angelo feels responsible toward all of these
offspring. There has been, therefore, a constant need to bolster his
personal finances to support his various familial responsibilities.
Most recently, Angelo worked as an oil truck delivery man during the
winter months. He was on an unending schedule of overtime work to
raise his take-home salary. The resulting complexity of his private life
for the past three or four years has curtailed his full association with
the ongoing activities of the Real Great Society and CHARAS.

He is now involved with a group of young men who own a 350-
acre farm in upper New York State. They are eagerly seeking to for-
mulate procedures to make this property more socially productive for
people from areas like the Lower East Side or any othef low-income
ghetto area. Angelo is acting as an adviser and participant in what-
ever plans evolve. He is now spending considerable time reconstruct-
ing the main house and subsidiary units on the property. The owners
of the farm are working with Angelo in this basic work while they
discuss the future of the venture. Angelo also recruits friends from
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the Lower East Side to help in construction work. It gives them a
chance to live in the country for a while and to “cool out” their heads
from all the city hassles.

It was during one of Angelo's infrequent trips home that he sat
and rapped about his past, present, and future. He was at the housing
project apartment of the most recent young woman, Evelyn, with
whom he was spending time. Their two month old son was lying
peaceably on the worn couch attended to by Evelyn's mother. It was
early on a gray May morning. Angelo, fighting a severe head cold,
was tired. He had his coffee in the overcrowded kitchen filled with
extra chairs and baby clothes drying over the open gas range. A Mac-
Donald's apple turnover was mistakenly put into the oven in its card-
board package and was in the process of burning. Money was
needed for baby food and cigarettes. Angelo complained about this
but handed Evelyn the money for these immediate necessities. The
TV was blasting in the living room. A gentle older man was seated in
front of the set but was not really watching. He was never introduced.
While Angelo was having his coffee, a young man with sleep-filled
eyes weaved into the kitchen. It was Evelyn's younger brother. He
said nothing to anyone. He merely heated some water in a discarded
large tin can and sat at the table impassively, waiting.

Angelo explained that he wanted to get back to the farm as
quickly as possible. He had borrowed one of the guy's pick-up trucks
to get into the city. Angelo knew it was needed back on the farm for
the many chores that were being done. His own car had been dam-
aged in an accident the previous week. Fortunately, no one was se-
riously hurt. The only occupant of the car needing any medical atten-
tion was Chino Garcia's older brother Paco. Angelo was unhurt but
angry at the expense of having to repair the car. He wasn't sure how
he would get the money. It was only one more pressing problem with
which Angelo would have to deal.

Angelo explained that his heavy schedule of constant work dur-
ing the winter had made contact difficult. He was also somewhat hes-
itant about talking about his past to anyone again. Angelo felt that,
too often, his words, thoughts, or intentions had been confused or
sensationalized. He readily conceded that his past had been wild and
unusual, but he felt that his unusual behavior did not fully reflect
his personality, neither in his youth nor, particularly, now. He finally
concluded he would cooperate if what he said was used directly
as related.

By this time, Evelyn had returned from her quick shopping er-
rand. She hurriedly began to prepare the infant's food. Angelo sug-
gested the conversation should be held in one of the three bedrooms,
away from the noise and confusion of the household. The bedroom
was extremely cold. A broken window had not been repaired and the
unusually harsh May winds savagely whistled through it. Angelo
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ton, chenille-covered beds and indicated he was now ready. His
voice, usually gravelly, was now even more rasping in tone. The cold
had made his eyes watery. There was a weariness in his body. When
he lay back on the bed, he seemed to be drifting off to sleep. He
caught himself very quickly and sat up abruptly. He pulled a sweater
over his graying T-shirt to ward off the cold. The door opened and
Evelyn brought in the tea and asked about some domestic problem.
Angelo’s eyes grew angry. He told her not to bother him again until
he was finished.

He settled back onto the bed while sipping his tea. He looked up
and said, smiling, "0O.K. Let’s get this fucking thing going."”

{Angelo, where and when were you born?)
| was born in New York in October, 1945. My family lived in East
Harlem at the time. Spanish Harlem. | actually was born on Welfare
Island.

{(You began school in East Harlem?)
No! We used to move around quite a bit, like we lived in East Harlem,
in Coney Island, Rockaway. When | was five years old | started school
in Coney Island.

(How old were you when you moved to the Lower East Side?)
About 13. And | went to school over here, public school, for about a
few months and then | went to Catholic school and then | finished
Catholic school and then went to one year of high school, not even
one year ... never finished the first year.

(What high school was that?)
Wilke Auto, for automotive mechanics on Bedford Avenue in Brook-
lyn. But mostly during the time | was in school, there was a |ot of
gangs around. And then | got busted. That's why | didn't finish high
school. | probably wouldnt have finished anyway because | didn't
dig it. | went from high school to jail and then from jail to the begin-
ning of the organizations.

(What was the bust for?)
Homicide, murder. | don't want to talk about it any further. That's
what it was about . . . it was an armed robbery in these projects and
we killed a guy.

(How old were you?)
Fifteen—and some boy is still doing time on that. He and this other
duke got busted and he got life and | got off because | was under-
age and stuff like that. | did time but not as much time as if | was 16
years old. Then when | got out of jail, me and Chino hooked up.
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(When you moved into this neighborhood at 13, you moved into

an already established gang structure. How did you relate to that
situation?)
The reason | was prompted to start a gang as opposed to getting
into one was | don't particularly dig taking orders from people and
stuff like that. | didn't dig that scene. | almost got shot by a group of
guys, the Sportsmen, who thought | was in the Dragons because
one of the leaders lived in my building.

(Were the Sportsmen basically a black gang?)

Yeah! The Dragons was Puerto Rican although one of the leaders of
the Dragons was a black dude and they wanted him especially be-
cause he should have been with the black guys but he was with us.
They thought | was one of his bodyguards. They stopped me and
they shot at me with a gun that didn't go off. Then when | started
running the gun did go off. | didn't want that to happen no more so
me and a few people started our own group.

(What was the average age of these people?)
Anywhere from sometimes 11 years old to like 30 years old.

(You were 13 when you began your own gang?)
Right!

(And that was called . ..)

The Dragons. It was one of the divisions of the Dragons. The older
guys, who were like the really old Dragons, had built a strong, pre-
dominantly Puerto Rican group. The Sportsmen were a big black
group. But we was split up in divisions. So were the Sportsmen. Like
the real old guys were in the first division and when new guys came
in, they went into different divisions. But then we finally broke off
and became an independent group.

(And what were the ages basically of the group you led?)
Anywhere like from 11, 12 years old to guys about 20, around there.

(So actually at the age of 13, you were telling guys 20 what to
do.)
Yeah! A lot of different age groups.

(How did you manage, at 13, to control those in your gang who
were much older than you?)
| had just started the group. Guys just joined up because . . . we
lived in these projects. We just took these projects as our territory.
Those who lived in this territory, as opposed to belonging to an-
other group which we might someday fight, started to join the group

as part of their home. So that involved guys of all ages, girls of all
ages. Even though | was younger, things just got done. Mainly the
guys of 20, the older guys, wouldn't so much socialize with us as
they would fight with us. When we needed to really start a strong
force, a lot of the older guys would be there. Not so much for pro-
tectiveness but to be part of a gang when there was really some
heavy gang fighting going on. Otherwise he would be drafted into
another group or just get fucked up.

(So there were really two activities of the gang—one was of a
strong social character and the other became a protective sys-
tem?)

Right! Right! Which everybody, because of survival | guess, would
get involved in as opposed to just a social type thing. That's how
things kinda worked out.

{(What was the need for a gang?)

| think it was very human and very basic. First, people wanted to be
together in a place where they could really relate and be able to
have somebody to talk to. And to be able to have somebody to do
stuff together in our own way of doing stuff. | think that's basically
what gangs are all about. (Coughing) It's kind of fucking chilly in
this room. It was the human aspect that brought people together.
Well, geography-wise, people are together anyway. Like, people
have to get together one way or another. You have to hook into
something. It kinda comes natural when you're in a situation like
this.

(Could you explain what you mean by "situation"?)

Where thousands of people are together. Kind of walking over each
other and you really don't have a chance to express yourself as you
would like to, creatively or otherwise. You're cramped up, like you're
really in a very fucked-up situation and you react to it. You have the
man on your head, you have your school, you know, and you have
your parents on your head. Everybody is doing something to you
that you don't want them to do. Out of that comes a rebel attitude in
the individual. You react to it as such, That's what happened to us, |
guess. Out of those feelings of rebellion we developed a sense of
the brotherhood. If somebody needed something, everybody helped
get the thing. The protective part of it was people protecting each
other, basically. | guess against the outside world and one tends to
create his own world so as to live more comfortably. That's basically
what it's all about,

{What was the area like in the '50's and early '60's7)

At that time the majority of the groups were from tenements. The 139



majority of people lived in tenements. This was like the second or
third projects that was up at the time. But the tenements, like the
way they were so fucked-up, really contributed to our people get-
ting together.

(It was better to be on the street than to be inside some of the
apartments?)
Right! Also there was more happening in the street at all times. You
have a lot of energy at that age and you just want to get into
everything.

(How many people were involved in your Dragons gang while
you were the leader?)
Oh, it started off with about a good twenty people and wound up
with about three or four divisions of Dragons which contained about
200 people each, or something like that.

(Did you all ever get together at one time?)

Oh, yeah! One time we had a big fight in Central Park and we had
like a lot of people, train-loads of people . . . Mayor Wagner was
speaking that day, police chiefs and stuff like that. A brother group
gol into trouble and we wanted to help them out. We had baseball
bats, we claimed we were playing baseball; but it was a sawed-off
shotgun right in the middle of all that and the cops were looking
all around and couldn't find it. It was a whole scene there. We were
commandeering the rowboats from people in Central Park Lake.
You know, like sticking them up with shotguns and bow and arrows
and all kinds of shit. And taking the boats away from them. Some
people actually jumped out of their boats and swam ashore leaving
their boats to float there. We would come out and get those boats
and fool around.

(When did this happen?)
In 60, in May. Yeah! In Central Park. You would see the mayor talk-
ing or somebody official like that at the Band Shell. There was a
whole bunch of people and all of a sudden, guys chasing other guys
and all kinds of shit. People running through there and it was wild,
man. It was really a fucking scene. Really. We must have had near a
thousand people in the park.

(Unbelievable. Were there any people killed during that
incident?)
No. | don't know how that didn’t happen. One guy got shot in his
ass. Another guy got really messed up. It was a really beautiful day
out and | guess nobody really wanted to kill each other, just like
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{What was the composition of the opposing gangs?)

It was a mixture of everything, because some of our brother groups
were included.We finally manged to become brother groups with
the blacks. That was the first big thing that happened. Even when |
was in jail, that finally turned around and we got together. We broke
down a lot of the racism that was involved. It combined as a whole
community thing. The majority of the major strong gangs in this
particular area of the Lower East Side finally got to be friends. We
would be like a big force anytime we had to fight anybody else.

(Did you find this was out of necessity or out of a desire to real-
ly get together?)
Both, actually. The stronger you are the better you could fight. Also,
they had a lot of nice girls and we had a lot of nice girls and, you
know, that prompted us to get together.

(You wanted theircrop ...}

Right, right, you know the whole social scene. It was a really nice
thing. So basically, that was what was happening with some of the
gangs. Some gangs didn’t have a lot of people. But they were pretty
good because they had really good organization. They had a lot of
guns and stuff like that and they were really respected because they
knew how to handle themselves pretty well and they didn't want to
join other groups.

(When you got busted, where were you sent?)

First | was sent to the Men's House of Detention in Manhattan. Then
to the Brooklyn House of Detention, and then when the grand jury
dismissed my case . , . well, actually what they did was transfer my
case, Then | was in the Youth House. From there, | went to the El-
mira State Prison and from Elmira | went to Coxachie Prison. That's
where | did all my time. It's a minimum security prison in the
Catskills.

{How much time did you do all together?)
Three and a half years.

(Sowhen you got out of prison you were about eighteen.)
Right. When | got out that's when | hooked up with Chino again. We
got together and started doing things.

(What happened significantly during those 3% years?)
Personally, | feel that's the greatest education | ever had. | think
that's where | got my degree, so-called. | think that's the most real
degree there ever is. Frankly, when | went to prison my reputation
got there before me. This made things a bit easier because at that
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time, as opposed to now where all there is in prison are drug ad-
dicts, there was nothing but gangbusters, jitterbugs, fighters, and
stuff like that. Therefore, the structures in prison were set up in
gangs, Just a continuation. In prison there was gangs. Like, people
hear in the House of Detention that other guys get sent up. Like
your friends and your enemies hear about you. That you're coming
up. If you have more friends than enemies it's good. Fortunately for
myself, | had more friends than enemies.

(And you were considered a heavy?)

Yeah! And that kind of helped things out a lot because after the first
year | was the main man in charge. | became the president of the
Puerto Rican section of the prison. | had a lot of flexibility. Not only
with the inmates but also with the administration because they rec-
ognize you. They have to. Anytime a potential riot would come up,
like you would be the first one they haul in. Or if they wanted to get
at your people, you would be the first one they get in. The point is
the place where | did most of my time was really segregated, like an
ultra down South type of fucked-up situation.

(You mean the white, the black, the Puerto Rican were sepa-
rated from each other.)
Right! But the truth was the Puerto Ricans had a little bit more flex-
ibility because of the fact that we could kind of get along with every-
body. You know, there are white Puerto Ricans and there are black
Puerto Ricans. To a certain degree we had an advantage if we
wanted to use it, which we did. It made our time a little easier be-
cause you could talk with more people. But one year when | was up
there | was one of the youngest guys up there. Mostly older guys
were there. When | got there, actually, | was the youngest guy in the
prison. It fell on my birthday also. When | got to Coxachie, it was my
birthday. Anyway, it took me a year to learn the strings, to get into
position as the main man for my people. That made me a spokesman
for a large majority of the population. They had told us in the two-
week orientation period that the Puerto Rican group had a lot of re-
spect for the administration. We were the minority but we were also
the most respected in the prison. This demanded of us a certain way
to act. | was put in a position where | was literally responsible for a
lot of people’s lives. No one questions the president, no matter what.
Not even top lieutenants questioned me. | had just, literally, com-
plete control.
| also was a bit more fortunate because | was transferred to an out-
side squad, a 12-man dairy squad who worked on the farm. The of-
ficer in charge was a guy from Spain. He had heavy Old World type
ideas about people . . . he had a lot of pride in the Latin people. Be-
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that we carry ourselves as real men. He was the officer in charge of
a squad of guys who were all Puerto Ricans. He would really let us
do anything we wanted to do. Like, if you fight inside the institution,
you would go into solitude. But outside, he would let us do stuff we
could get away with as long as it wasn't inside the institution. Like if
| had to get somebody, or do something, | had a whole |lot more
flexibility out there since | was foreman of a squad. So he really like
let me do a lot of stuff. Especially, he really made me able to think
about the rest of the group, the decisions | had to make, the people |
had to speak to and stuff like that. Really, | had a lot of flexibility. |
had some good people with me at that time, like my top lieutenants
and stuff. They were really good. They were really able to communi-
cate with people. Physically they were able to handle themselves
pretty well, which meant a lot, since most of the Puerto Ricans were
kind of small. We managed to survive.

{(What did you mean when you said that time in this particu-
lar prison was like getting a degree?)
Well, | was literally put in a situation where | had to deal with the
racism in the place and with the administration. | really developed
myself into some sort of politician. Being able to carry these three
heavy balls, and also maintain my own, that meant really getting
heavy with people. It was a really extreme situation in all respects.
Like, nobody wanted to deal with each other, But in order to survive,
you had to. It was very touchy, very tricky at times. A wrong word or
a wrong action would explode into something really nasty. | was
under a lot of pressure,

(How different was it from the time you were a gang leader?)
You have more flexibility out here in dealing with a situation, space
to move around and to do something if necessary. You really have
to guestion the things you do. You have to make some real deci-
sions because when you fuck up in there, you could get killed pretty
easy without being able to protect yourself. And the administration
can get a hold of you and throw the key away on you.

(S0 the confinement demanded a clearer decision-making
pattern.)
Right. You had to. Like you were really up against a lot of things.
QOut here you're not against those types of things. But, basically, it
all turned out pretty good because dealing with the whites and the
blacks, my own people and the administration, | began to feel it was
about time for people to speak to each other. | thought it was some-
thing that was due to happen and somebody had to do it. Somebody
had to crack the ice. When | looked at the situation at Coxachie |
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begin this rapping. | did it and it got done to a large degree. Each
thing is like an education whether it's intensive or not so intensive.
And you really get a chance to look at yourself while you're in pris-
on, as an individual. People never stop to look at themselves to find
out what they're really all about. If a person can't do that, that per=-
son is not working with everything he has. He doesn't know what he
has. | was in a position there to do that. To know what | had so | can
be better able to deal with the situation | was involved in.

(Actually, what you're saying is experience against theory )
Right! And actually accomplishing something through experience.
Going through the whole full cycle. | was able to do that and that's
why | feel | really earned my degree. Conventionally, when you get a
degree, you are able to do a job. | felt | did a job. | know | did a job. |
saw . .. | experienced, through a job, what | could do when | got
oul. | was geared to do what | did from there on in.

(Were there any formal rehabilitation procedures during your
stay in jail?)
There were a lot of them but | never did anything with them. Like,
they would send me to see some crazy psychiatrist who would ask
you what would you do if a battleship was coming down the street.
You know, shit like that. So all you did there was set up appoint-
ments on your heaviest work days so you could get out of work and
speak to him so you don't have to work. Not so much to speak to
him but to get out of the job. It was a lot of bullshit.

(Was there any type of schooling?)

Yeah! Went to half a day school, half a day shop because it was a
vocational type prison. It was really a drag, actually. Got into a few
things like electrical stuff and the half day school, book stuff | just
didn't get into. Not that | didn't dig reading a lot . . . | did a lot of
reading on my own but like | couldn't do the reading like they
wanted you to do. | just couldn't get into it. | was trying to get into
people and that whole trip. It was so much more productive and in-
teresting, | feel. That's what | did.

(When you were released and came back to the neighborhood,
what did you discover?)
A lot of dope was around. People was strung out. A lot of people
were into a lot of the wrong things and didn't know why. A lot of
people were not together and the ones that were together really
didn’'t know what to do.

(This was around late ‘63 and early '647)
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(The whole drug scene really occurred while YOU were away?)
Around here it did, yeah! When | was an active gang leader | didn't
allow none of that shit. Some were smoking grass. It was mainly
drinking wine or hard booze and stuff like that. We got off on that
trip.

(Do you have any idea of how drugs really got introduced into
the area?)
Yeah, | think . . . this is very interesting. | think when the gangs were
organized, really doing well, were going along, the leadership was
really against dope. When the leadership left and the gangs started
busting up, the gang members went back to the old situation of not
knowing what to do. The old frustrations came back. They had no-
body to talk to. This is a direct market for dope, a direct follow-up.
Some people saw that and took advantage of this situation. It then
just picked up kind of naturally. You know, when people are fucked
up. they need something to do with their lives, | guess. And the
whole social atmosphere of the Lower East Side was changing. It
really fucked a lot of people up to know that their people were going
to jail. Then dope was beginning to be pushed a lot at that time, It
was getting some resistance. But as the resistance went down, dope
gotmore in and that's what happened.

(Did you know about this situation while YOU were away or was
this a total surprise?)
We knew about it because we began to get guys in jail that were
dope addicts who were formerly in the gangs.

(What were your reactions to people you knew who now were
strung out?)
Well, it varied. It was very emotional. It was really a drag to know
that people who had a lot going for them . . . one of my best friends,
man . .. in the gangs he was really the top lieutenant . . . he started
messing around and when it gets as personal as that, you get kind
of fucked-up yourself. | had to deal with it by trying to be able to
influence people, while they were in jail, that when they get out, not
to fuck around with dope. It was like really hard, man, because |
didn't know what was out there . . . there was nothing else to give
them then but just talking to them. | didn't know what was really out
there for them to get involved with so they wouldn't have to get back
into dope. So to a certain degree, it was just like talking into the air.
You have a situation that you're dealing with but you can't be effec-
tive on the follow-up. So | just had to deal with it as much as possi-
ble within the limits that | could.

All'l could do was talk to people and try and develop an atmo-
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work, try to do his best. Beyond that | really didn’t know what to do.
When | got out, | got a job working in a factory. That was like the
conventional thing to do. You know, stay out of trouble, get a good
job. | didn't want to go back to jail. | felt bad. Okay, | went to jail. I'm
out, | learned a lot from it but | didn't think it would be too wise to
get into a situation where | would have to go back again. Sq. at that
time, the only thing | saw was getting a job. | was pretty disgusted
with it because the job was really fucked up. And then, | don’t know
what happened . . . something happened. | just decided to stop
working in that type of oppressive atmosphere and looked to see
what it is that one could do. It was like really the last straw. There
has to be something out there that you could do regardiess of your
situation. It can't be that bad that something cannot be done about
it. | started talking to Chino and we got together and thought as
positively as possible, trying to exclude the negative things. When
mistakes did happen we decided not to look at them so much as
mistakes but learning experiences. And step-by-step-by-step and
piece-by-piece, that old trick, and getting drunk enough 'tc_: forget
about stuff, things finally started rolling a little bit. We tried one
thing. The idea of developing an army of ex-cons and ex-gang lead-
ers and saving Cuba from Castro.

(This was still in '647)
Yeah!

(Wasn’t that a bit of a fantasy trip?)
Not really. Chino was involved with . . . he knew a lot of people in-
volved with gun-running in the past. You know, for us to get guns to
do what we had to do back then. There was a whole lot more where
that came from. It might have been like semi-fantasy but at the time
it was really realistic and we were really serious about it because we
were all good fighters. We survived a lot of stuff down here. We felt
we had to make ourselves acceptable to society as people rather
than the animals we were before. But, really we were fucked up at
the time, thinking we could do that. We didn't realize that then,
though. That just goes to show how fucked up society is to give us
the idea that being big shots meant you have 1o gshoot people a_lnd
stuff like that. That's really something great. To think becoming
important was related to killing other peup_rle, We thought that was
really great. We were really serious about it and we really talked to
people about it and got other people that could actually do it . .. go
out to Miami and organize from there.

(S0 you were making semi-official contacts.)
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(Did you actually make any U.S. government contacts?)

No, like we were going to do that. That was like our next step, you
know, having the government support or train us. A lot of our
friends were getting out of the service. They were in the Green
Berets, Marine Corps Recon group. Like really heavy fighting out-
fits, real fighters, they wouldn’t get into nothing else but the best.
So we told them, hey, you guys could train us. Get your command-
ing officers or somebody to get you guys detached to our group and,
like, do a whole trip. They said, yeah, that's groovy. That's what they
wanted to do.

(For how long a period were you involved in this activity?)
A few months, not too long, but a lot of things happened in that few
months' period. From there, we met a lot of people, people who
thought we were fucked up for thinking that and people who
thought that was a great idea. One thing led to another where we
finally said we gotta stop this because this is not the way to do it.
That's when Charlie Slack came into the picture, also,

(What was that change?)
| don't know what it was specifically other than the fact that maybe
we just thought that wasn't the thing to do. Maybe it was . . . a com-
bination of things . . . getting involved in something that big showed
us there are a lot of things you have to know. So you have to edu-
cate yourself. Then education really became a big thing, you know,
self-education and that whole thing. Then we said maybe we better
concentrate on educating ourselves so we can educate others. One
thing led to another. We were always independent so when we
thought about education we said it would have to be an indepen-
dent-type educational system as opposed to a conventional one. No
matter what you're talking about they didn't do it for us. We asked
ourselves why doesn't the conventional whole school system work.
You start looking at things and really see how many other things
really hook up with that and how positive they are to that and how
negative they are to that and then you react to it and one reaction
started a whole lot of other reactions. And the negative action of
going out and liberating Cuba and the terrible ideas we had at that
time were really negative. But we thought they were positive. What
happened is that it did spark off a lot of negative things and made us
investigate ourselves. So that turned into positive things. In other
words, we were able to handle good situations and bad situations
and somehow survive them all. And the main thing that kept us
going was a real tightness in the group. We were really a tight
group. We really knew how to deal with each other on personal
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ting up because of that heavy argument. Although heavy things
happened, we were able to somehow control them so it was a
whole basic humanistic type thing that was happening and happen-
ing right to a large part even though a lot of wrong things happen.
But the basic things, the strong things were happening right and let
us build on that. A foundation was being developed. A strong foun-
dation was being developed so we built on that.

(What was the next activity you embarked upon?)
Basically education. Like the University of the Streets.

{(How did that get started?)
As things kept going, different people began to hear about us and
therefore feed in more ideas of different possibilities. People got
hooked up with us and we took ideas and changed them around to
how we felt we could deal with it and dealt with it. That's how the
University of the Streets came about.

{Had you become RGS by that time?)
Yeah! Right! We had become RGS, the Real Great Society, not really
knowing what that fully meant but trying to get to it and try to keep
our independence. This was necessary because we didn't know our-
selves beyond the fact that we had to keep trying. We were people
trying a lot of things, Some came out good; other things were bad.
Actually, we tried to develop an independent financial base and that
seemed to get into a whole heavy conventional commercial trip, that
was really like fucked up for us because we didn't want to deal with
that whole thing. You have to almost change your whole life and
become a different human being to have to deal on the conventional
commercial level. We tried it to see if we could get it and turn it
around and direct it toward what we wanted to do. It didn't turn out
too good because like we wasn't really ready for it. There were a
number of commercial ventures we tried. They worked out and we
learned a lot from them but | think they didn't work out in the way
they were supposed to work out conventionally. But, to us, they
worked out. We were able to experience the commercial trip so we
knew what was happening. We learned we don't want it but we also
knew that, to a certain degree, financial independence had to be
dealt with. We knew two things . . . it was like some mathematics.
We had two parts to a triangle and the other part wasn't there yet
but we knew that we needed that. We knew we didn’t want to do it
the conventional way so another way had to be developed. And that
was kind of the next step: what was the other way. We didn't know
ourselves half of the time. But basically whether we voiced it or not,
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{And you feel that the University of the Streets was really the
first positive step in that direction?)
| think they were all positive steps in the same direction. The Univer-
sity of the Streets was like a big step, it had to do with a lot of peo-
ple and it proved a lot of things to us. It proved that we could do
something like nobody else had really done. Particularly that people
like us could be expected to do something like that.

{Could you tell me what is the University of the Streets?)

Well, basically | think it was a place where people could for once
talk to each other, trust each other and begin whatever it was that it
takes to learn from each other. Getting away from the conventional
things that only the teacher could teach. We finally really learned
that every human being is like a teacher and everybody could teach
something to somebody. Everybody had something about them that
was really important. That got into a whole thing where convention-
al things that people were teaching wasn't really that important. As a
matter of fact, it was a big joke to a certain degree to have to go
through all this waste of time to learn things that really weren’t that
important and to miss out on the stuff that was really important for
your life. Simply, being able to communicate, | think, That was real-
ly important. Simply for people, not just Puerto Ricans, but all kinds.
(flower kids were out at that time and that whole trip), for people
being able to communicate to each other. Some of the classes went
pretty good, like the Theatre of Courage, a few of the other things
went pretty good too. A lot of people developed a lot of things out of
it. It was a place where a lot of people developed . . . you know,
found out that they had something about them.

{(You mentioned Charlie Slack earlier. How did he help you?)
Charlie Slack used to be a kind of social worker type guy back dur-
ing the gang days when Chino met him. Chino used to hang out on
the West Side. Charlie had some ideas he wanted to work out with
gangs about how they react to different ideas. Like, if you had
money, would you still be a guy in a gang, still going around beating
up people and stuff. So, he got a grant and gave people money,
drove them around in limousines, flew them around in helicopters,
opened up charge accounts in department stores and clothes stores
and stuff like that and kept the guys busy enough so they wouldn't
be committing crimes and then he took a census from the closest
police station to see how many crimes were in their district from the
day he started to the day he finished. The rate of crime went down.

So that's how we met Charlie. He had a lot of far-out, crazy
ideas that we thought were kind of crazy at the time. So Chino got
in touch with him. Me and Chino went to meet him. We told him
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some of the ideas that we had about education, about just doing
things. We said we're looking for a change. Some of the things we're
locking for, we don't even know what they are. But we know that
what we got, we don't like. So we started rapping. Somehow, we de-
cided that we have to look beyond what was on the Lower East
Side. We had to speak to a lot of people to get more ideas to be
better able to find out what it is that we want. To look at the whole
picture and study the whole picture. Or as much of the whole pic-
ture as we could. What were the resources we had available? So
that's what we did. We started travelling and talking to people. Peo-
ple would invite us to give lectures. Out of that came meeting peo-
ple who were interested in what you're all about and seeing how
you're fucked up and how they're fucked up. Everybody began de-
veloping a feeling of communication. We kept in touch with the peo-
ple that we began to meet around the country. When they came to
MNew York, they stayed and lived with us. They stayed and worked
with us. We were being invited to speak to people that wanted to
start an organization similar to ours or to be able to better relate to
their community. We travelled to all the major cities in the United
States and the majority of the top universities. Also a lot of business
and foundation gatherings. It was a really excellent PR job that
Charlie Slack had during these trips. It kind of built us up. It also
helped us find out where a lot of people were at. We found out
where the country itself was at. We found out where the universities
were at, the whole thing. We found out where we were at. Qut of
that, we were able to build up our own picture of how we saw
things.

(How did you come across Buckminster Fuller?)

That happened with Fred Good. He read more than we did. He had
heard of Bucky somehow through his travels and | guess he thought
it would be a good idea to hook up together. | found a lot of things
happening. One person would know another person and say well, if
these people got together, maybe something would come out of it.
A lot of times it did and a lot of times it didn't. This is how we met
Bucky.

(Do you remember when this meeting was?)
It was maybe about March of 1968. Bucky got up on the stage of
this meeting hall across Tomkins Square Park from the University of
the Streets headquarters. He was supposedly coming in to tell us
what to do and people got really turned off by him. A lot of the peo-
ple were into strong “only brother” trips. They didn't trust the white
world. Chino got up on stage and he told everybody to shut the hell
up and listen to what the guy was saying. Then they liked what he
was saying. The people started listening. We later talked to Bucky

when he was eating his steak meal. From there on in, we became
friends. We started keeping in touch with each other. The thing
about the domes didn't come up until about two years later, at |least,
A long time after Bucky came down.

(What was the transition from the RGS group into the CHARAS
situation?)
Well, a lot of things. RGS developed almaost into a superstructure,
like a really big organization, really a lot of people. Sometimes the
really important things weren't getting done, like one being able
to communicate with somebody else, really communicate. Things
gotsotied upintored tape.

(Administration?)
Yeah! Administration, dealing with the government and dealing with
people all around the country and businessmen. They wasted all our
time. We were duplicating what was happening in the outside soci-
ety so we decided to start CHARAS,

(When did this decision first occur?)

| don't remember specifically. | just remember . . . it was just some-
thing that developed in our minds. First of all. Chino and mysealf
came up with the idea that we wanted to like turn it over to other
people and go on to something else. We felt that it's better that way,
You know, start something, reinforce it as much as possible and let
other people do it. Then see what else you can get into. We'd say,
okay, this is happening. Some people are benefiting, some people
are not benefiting. But it's happening. Other people could take it
from here. We learned a lot from it. We met a lot of people. Maybe
other stuff should start happening. The idea was enforced when the
RGS organization got bigger and as things got more administrative-
ly restricted. We said, let's completely stop this and start something
else,

(What year was it when you began feeling that?)

Frobably in '68 when we started having a lot of money. We had lots
of money and a lot of programs and stuff like that and we said ch! to
a certain degree our job is done here, move on and do something
else . . . and then we started deciding. There was a whole social
thing going on. Everybody was into the poverty game. Everybody
trying to hustle the government and it started to become a joke. We
said, hey, a lot of people are getting turned off by this. Particularly
people who hadn't even been able to achieve anything. With all the
Pragrams that were going on, there were still people that . . . just got
turned off to the whole thing.

Let's try to do something, we said, with people who never had 151



been involved with social groups or don't even know what's happen-
ing. That's how we developed CHARAS. Roy and Crespo and a few
of the other fellows wera not involved with RGS. Or if they were in-
volved, they didn't dig it and were looking for a change also. That's
how we developed it. We'd say, listen man, what's happening is
fucked up, let's not continue doing fucked-up things, let’s try to do
something . . . use what we learned as a tool to be able to get into
something else. We don't have to be so controlled. That's what hap-
pened in RGS. It became controlled by a lot of conventional things
which didn't leave it enough time to be creatively working within the
system but constructively. So that was what we decided. Everybody
agreed. But nobody really knew what to do.

{And when did you call Bucky again?)

Around the end of 69 or the beginning of 70. We hit on that be-
cause we had a pretty heavy housing program going on in East Har-
lem with Puerto Rican architects who got out of school and came
back to the community and were doing some pretty heavy things.
We looked at housing as something very important. Living in a
place, it means a whole lot more than just living in a place. It means
a whole social atmosphere. It means to a large degree one's educa-
tion, real education. It means being able to handle, to cope with the
immediate situation and try to relate back to the overall because it
comes from the house. Okay, you're not satisfied with the house,
you don't own the house, you live in shitty houses and because you
live in shitty houses everything else happens after that, you know.
How you relate to people. How people relate to you. How you feel
funny if you go into a rich neighborhood, how they feel funny when
you're in their rich neighborhood. So we thought that housing was
basic. At that point of time, the only one we knew that was doing
something extremely different and made sense was Bucky. But we
first had to know if we could really live with each other, Could we go
through a real experience, and how would we come out of it. If this
could be accomplished, let's sit down and talk about what's the next
step, if there is a next step.

{And that's how you got into the Outward Bound program?)
Right! You see, originally, 1 got into the Outward Bound program on
my own because things were like getting so fucked up over here
and | had to get away and it just wasn't a regular type of getting
away. It was really a heavy-duty experience, enough to snap me out
of what | was doing.

{(How would you describe Outward Bound?)
| would describe it really as my masters degree, in like a bit of soci-
ology, a bit of human relations and a bit of knowing myself a whole
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{What specifically is it7?)

Qutward Bound is a survival school, an outdoor survival school. You
learn how to survive in the outdoors and also how to come into a
situation with a group of people that you never knew before and
after thirty days that group of people is still together and you've ac-
complished what—if you would have thought about it before—
would seem almost impossible. Example—going out in the rough
sea in a whale boat with about fifteen people. That whale boat was
really cramped up. It was a real life situation. If something wasn't
done fast, you would get killed, like running into a lot of reefs or
somebody falling overboard. You have to learn how to talk to each
other. You have to develop who's able to do what best, really fast.
You have to develop all of the basic life survival skills—with people
who you've never known before from all walks of life. We did it
somehow. Mobody got hurt, we did it, and there were a lot of those
situations that continually happened. A real life thing where each
person is building up all his creativeness, his energy, his pride,
everything that he has to deal with in real life situations.

5o when we joined Outward Bound we went to Colorado and
Mexico with a medical team to help Mexican Indians. | really went
through a lot of changes because my wife was having a child and |
had to really make a decision as to be with my wife or to get in-
volved in what | really believed at the time. A really big decision. |
decided to continue what | started and hoped my wife would under-
stand that my baby was also important to me. But this was also im-
portant to me and like | was really doing it for my children. | hoped
that she would realize that, But she didn't. Decisions like that had to
be made. It was that real and it still is. It gets more heavy and to be
able to face all the things that go on every day, to stop things be-
cause you have no choice and to be able to continue, go to the next
step, whatever the next step is. Sometimes there is no next step.

So you think if every human being has intelligence and re-
sources and enough backbone, you could do it. You begin. You can
develop it. You can become involved in what you really want to do,
what's important to you as an individual, and begin to realize and
appreciate the real values of life. The value of another human being
to another. The value of being able to communicate to another per-
son. Yet not get it so complex that you can't deal with it. Being able
to get away from what society says you can't do. That was the whole
trip of Mike Ben Eli coming in and teaching us how to build domes.
People actually learned how to build domes. It was following up
theory with experience. First you think what you're gonna do and
then following it up and physically experiencing it. | think that's ba-
sically what it's all about. It can't be all theory or all experience. |t
has to be a combination of both,

(Angelo, other than seeing CHARAS as a dome-building opera-
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tion and an experience in which people could deal with one another
on a humanistic basis, what else do you see as a philosophic ob-
jective in CHARAS)

| see it as an energy force. An energy force that's out there for peo-
ple to use. Some are using it and some are not using it. | see it as
something that proves that something can be done at any time.
We're trying to say that you can think about doing something, want
to do something, and then actually do it. It's like another tool that's
out there. A tool that could be used at all times. It's an energy force
or teol that can grow bigger if it wants to and can be directed off in-
to a lot of other things. Or it could stay the way it is and still be an
energy force that people could always look back on, knowing that
something is happening like . .. the Real Great Society.

(And draw from it?)
Anddraw fromit, right!

(What do you see for tomorrow?)

Only that more things could happen. | see that. | don't know. I'm ex-
cited about life. Once in awhile you get negative about it but tomor-
row is another chance to continue what you're doing and develop
new ways. Tomorrow is tomorrow. It's very simplistic. It's like a con-
tinuation of what you're doing now, | guess. And the hope to be able
to continue, the hope to be able to see what you're doing and the
knowledge that you could change what you're doing now.

(t's like an open channal ... .)
Right, exactly. You know something else could happen. No more,
no less. It could happen if you want it to. Or it could be just another
day and you didn't do anything. Either way.

Angelo had been talking for nearly an hour and a half. His voice
was now sounding totally gravelled. Angelo’s head cold had now
watered his eyes. His nose had turned very red from the constant
blowing and dabbing. Although the room was very cold, his T-shirt
was streaked with perspiration.

Falling back on the bed, Angelo let out a howl of relief. The ten-
sion of uprooting his past and thinking as intently as he had, plus
the discomfort of his cold made him hunch into himself. He then
stretched his paunchy body toward the ceiling, sprang up, and
called out to Evelyn for something to eat. She shouted back that
her mother had prepared a Puerto-Rican country-style chicken.

There was no conversation while Angelo ate. When he finished,
Evelyn asked when they were leaving for the farm. He grumbled
something about maybe later in the afternoon or early the next
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front door, grabbing his jacket from the back of the kitchen chair.
Evelyn asked him to bring back some cigarettes. He looked back at
her, promising he would .

While he was wailing for the elevator, Evelyn opened the apart-
ment door and, very apprehensively, asked when he was returning.
"When | get back just be ready to leave,” he said as the elevator
door opened.

He found the borrowed pick-up truck and quickly pulled out of
the parking space, heading west on Delancey Street. At the Essex
Street subway entrance, he stopped and said, “Yeah, | said a lot,
didn't 1?7 I'll have to think about it again. Maybe I'll learn something
new."

The pick-up truck was soon lost in the rapidly moving traffic.




OY BATTISTE

“I'm probably the most knowledgeable person regarding domes at
CHARAS. So naturally, information is power. But | don't consider
myself a leader.” Roy says this with an expressionless face as he sits
on the convertible sofa bed that is covered by an American flag. This
is one of the first of many facets that become apparent in Roy
Battiste. i

When Chino and Angelo asked Roy to join them in the formation
of the group to be dubbed CHARAS , they must have known, con-
sciously or subliminally, that Roy would be most receptive to the ab-
stract dome concepts. He would, thereby, be able to help and lead
any and all that were to join them in their venture.,

The loft at 303 Cherry Street is both home and work area for Roy.
It represents him and serves his life style. The third-story loft, in the
soon-to-be-demolished city-owned building, is 50° by 50°. It is di-
vided into a kitchen, an office, two large sleeping areas, a living room
space, and a general open space. This description of the loft interior
is actually inadequate to convey its impact. You first pound on the
door, are admitted, greeted by Roy's German Shepherd (named
Sabu), get accustomed to the dimly lit entrance area, and then you
become suddenly aware of two unexpected sights. Ahead of you and
to your left is a black-lighted wall mural of comic-book style futuristic
galactic space. Further on the left you see a white duck-cloth dome
structure approximately 18' in diameter. Between this dome and the
wall with the mural is the kitchen area. The conventional kitchen
nestling next to the dome structure creates an interesting ambiance
of contrasts. -

This first dome hbuses the private space Luis Lopez created for
himself from the duck cloth and discarded lumber twotby-fours to
form the triangular geodesic form. The entire structure cost about
$25.00. It provides the sleep and private work area Luis needs.

Beyond this dome, making a sharp right, you are in the office and
work area. There are tools hung on the far right wall. A desk and
work table laden with books and papers flank this wall. Down to-
wards the windows is the drafting table and equipment. In this long
corridor filled with the essentials of organizational and technical
paraphernalia, on your left you suddenly become aware of an old-
fashioned office wooden partitition that acts as a wall support for
another cloth dome area. The area is divided into two sections: a
sitling space filled with stereo equipment, speakers, bookshelves; a
couch, several chairs, and dome models hung from various

= Supports; and another with the flag-draped sofa, an old television
set, a chair, low storage chests, and a brightly lit fish tank filled
with exotic species.




Each individual area has a sense of intimacy, warmth, hand-me-
down comfort and a quality of unhurried life patterns—as does the
entire loft. To the casual Lower East Side visitor, the loft is an incredi-
ble experience. Here, space and objects are devoted to an expression
of personal development and fulfillment unknown in their project or
tenement apartments. To the more sophisticated visitor, this space
becomes the unique solving of interesting space problems and an
expression of a definite life style and outlook. What either visitor is
not aware of is the fact that there is no hot water, poor heat in winter
and no bathing facilities. So though it may look clean, cozy, affable
and inviting, living here does present problems.

Roy's presence and interests dominated this space. It may be the
official address for CHARAS but it is decidedly Roy's home and work
space. This is evident only by indirection but it is evident.

Roy is a twenty-nine year old Puerto Rican born in the Virgin
Islands and brought to New York's Spanish Harlem when he was two.
He appears at times to be inwardly distracted. His receding hairline
offers his compact facial features a sense of release. Depending upon
his mood, Roy sports a neat beard or is clean shaven. You usually
have to strain to hear his soft, resonant, unaccented voice. He may
have sleep drenched eyes but, without advance warning, they will
become very keen and piercing.

There is much in his background that has made him cynical. His
infrequent retreats into silence or non-participation have deep roots
in his struggle to survive. He learned to be a loner early in his life as
an escape from many of the disgusting aspect of his environment.
There is an unexpressed rage in Roy at the injustices he has experi-
enced, witnessed and known to have existed around him. He appears
to be a concerned person but is seemingly unmoved by having had
one brother seriously injured and another brother actually die be-
cause of junk. His growth from early youth to young manhood has
been a constant series of reassessments. His involvement and de-
velopment in CHARAS may have led him toward positive actions.
Without CHARAS, his instincts and intuitions indicated that he might
have followed other, more negative directions.

By the time Roy was in junior high school, his family had moved
to the Lower East Side. He enjoyed school. He didn't get into any
trouble. He was surrounded with gangs in his youth but had little to
do with them except for sporadic friendships. The gang members
considered him a "book worm” and felt he was “cool.” He moved
easily, therefore, from gang to gang without any hindrance or
involvement,

After his graduation from Haaren High School he went on to col-
lege for a short sprint. He didn't like college and soon quit. Entering
the Air Force, thereafter, he was to remain for two and one half years.
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the armed forces, he responds characteristically with “They're all the
same bullshit.”

In the Air Force Roy was trained to work with a motion picture
support squadron at a missile base in California. He received security
clearance for this work and settled in to do his tour. The Air Force
and Roy did not get along all the time.

Roy, quietly, relates his experiences in the Air Force with a de-
tachment and lack of interest one displays towards an unremem-
bered meal of the previous day. “There's no room for individuality in
the military. I'm a heavy individual and | didn't like the lack of free-
dom.” He arranged to get himself “"divorced” from the Air Force after
two and one half years. He never mentions how this was done. The
important thing is that he guot out. He then came home to New York
and merely hung out for nearly a year. Chino and Angelo were al-
ready talking to people about a new set of circumstances for their life
on the Lower East Side and life in general. Roy listened but did not
know yet if he wanted to join or contribute in any way.

"l wanted to travel, "Roy says. | wanted to experience something
more than New York, you know.” He then quickly recounts the next
two years: living in California and working in computer repair for
IBM. He finally had it with the California scene and had himself trans-
ferred by IBM to New York where he worked another two years. Dur-
ing this period, he had his own apartment in the Longfellow section
of the Southeast Bronx. He would see his friends on the Lower East
Side cccasionally. On these weekends he would “party” with them
and goof away the time. The turning point for him began to occur
when the social conditions of his job became openly abhorent. "l be-
gan to see that IBM was just alot of bullshit. And where | was living up
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in the Bronx, | was walching dope coming in and seeing people
change. | began seeing crime go up. | began to wonder what | could
do about all this. Working at IBM just didn't give me any kind of satis-
faction. | didn't feel | was doing anything for anybody other than
IBM."

The layers of contradiction and concern in Roy were beginning
to unfold. He didn't know what he wanted to do. He just knew what he
was doing was not doing any good in directions he began feeling
were important and significant.

As Roy continues relating the chronology of these events, a
greater sense of interest and urgency are evident in his voice and
eyes. His body, very slouched on the sofa before, is now alert and
seated upright, It is obvious that the past is of little interest to Roy.
Relating the autobiography was a painful chore for him. His con-
cerns are with the present and with shaping an aspect of tomorrow. As
he goes on telling his story, he now allows a laugh of a remem-
bered incident to escape, contrasted with the previous tight-
guardedness.

“Well, | quit IBM. | sort of hung out with everybody for a while.
Then | sort of drifted by myself for a while. In early '70 Chino and
Angelo asked me to get involved with a program dealing with hous-
ing. | thought about it for a little while and it seemed interesting.
That's when we started CHARAS."

It was Angelo who suggested that this new group of six join an
Outward Bound expedition. Roy remembers it as “a demonstration of
sincerity, fortitude or whatever." In January, 1970, they were all off to
Mexico as a medical assistance unit with Outward Bound. When they

returned in March, classes with Michael Ben Eli commenced. A whole
new chapter of Roy's growth and discovery was now initiated.

Most of the people involved with CHARAS were street people.
They lived most of their youth “hanging out” on the streets of their
neighborhoods. The physical and spiritual conditions of their homes
were such that the street, with their peers as equal victims or victors,
offered a more congenial atmosphere. Roy had been around these
people all his life although he had not fully participated in their ac-
tivities. But he understood their mores and conditions. He under-
stood that most of the events these people had experienced at home,
school, on the job, etc. had been primarily negative. They were, there-
fore, conditioned to failure and social abuse.

The young men who joined together to form CHARAS had all
had the same backgrounds. The usual teacher-student role would
never function successfully with these people. They were turned off
to this circumstance that had only negative memories for them. The
first “teacher” Bucky had sent to CHARAS had not been able to cope
with the group and left without any visible results. When Michael
joined the CHARAS group in March ‘70, he was also to have a long
and difficult time with them. He, fortunately, was as willing to learn
from them as he was eager to teach them. He learned to be patient
and to stimulate their imagination and intelligence. They learned the
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the complex and abstract ideas related to gecdesic domes. What was
also happening of equal worth was a group dynamic based on com-
monality of experience and goal.

The period between 1970 to 1972 was one of continuous struggle
and growth. Several of the original members of CHARAS became in-
volved with other activities (due to personal pressures or newly de-
veloped interests) but Roy held on to his interest and purpose. Mi-
chael was a continual feeder of information and training to Roy and
whoever else showed interest.

Roy had been able, during this period, to interest and attract a
new flow of people who came to the loft to learn and work. Some
came to live at the loft. This produced new experiences with which to
deal. In his quixotic manner, Roy assembled a new generation of
CHARAS participants who considered the loft on Cherry Street a vi-
brant part of their young lives.

CHARAS proceeded from severe struggle to moderate grappling
with survival. The help of the New York State Council on the Arts,
finally helped. But what was developing within the inner fabric of
CHARAS was the most significant. All the people who worked with
CHARAS, either living there or occasionally visiting, developed
a cooperative attitude dedicated to the continued growth and suc-
cess of CHARAS. They helped with money for food and other bills.
They gave of their time and energies on the various projects at the
School of Visual Arts, Rupert Brewery site, exhibitions at conferences
and the general maintenance of the loft and newly acquired fourth-
floor building workshop. There was a general feeling of purpose
that grew. This became the important element that Roy saw de-
veloping around him through the activities he quietly directed.

If asked what may be an overriding philosophy operating at
CHARAS, Roy will at first scoff at the idea and deny there is one. But
if he is pressed, he leans back on his sofa and his eyes begin serious-
ly watching his fish swim about mysteriously in their tank enclosure.
After spme measurable pause he begins speaking very slowly and
carefully.

“| see it primarily as educational. But a more dynamic kind of
education. An education that allowed people to learn something new
that they could use to help people who have little means. Colleges
are supposed to do that. They train people who then are supposed to
go out and do something for others. Mostly they do things for them-
selves. We try to do the same thing even if it only broadens the way
they look atthings.

"You just can't think about yourself. You have to think about
other people too because your life is dependent on what happens to

other people in the world. If there are poor people in the world then
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“I would hope that we would be able to demonstrate to people
thgt it is possible to do something. Most people feel there isn't any-
thing that they can do. Our program shows we've been able to ac-
Fum_p!ish what we have with very few resources. Now we serve as an
inspiration to other people.

"I would hope that we would really be able to get into experi-
menting with different housing structures and building them for peo-
ple. Maybe we'll try to get business involved in a really constructive
kind of way. We're not looking for a commercial relationship. But,
maybe, the way we can do it in cooperation with business and gov-
ernment. They can support the research and development of what we
do and adapt it for larger use. Alot of people come up here and they
see the loft and think it costs lots of money to put it together, When
we tell them how we did it, it gets them thinking what they can do for
themselves,

“I'd just like to become a little more proficient at helping people,”

Roy settles into the sofa cushions and lapses into a silence. The
quality of paradox cloaks him again. He seemingly retreats, looks
back at the fish tank. He seems to be trying to communicate with
them as he is trying to communicate with those around him. But he
has also learned that you win a few and you lose a few. Nevertheless,
you keep trying and that is what Roy is all about.
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Moses Anthony Figuerca beams a bright flashing smile as he states,
“My hobby is thinking." He now lives in the upper northern section
of Manhattan. The three-room apartment is far from the gang-in-
fasted youth he knew in Brooklyn or the troubled years of discovery
spent on the Lower East Side.

At 30, Moses |s a handsome, quick-talking, eclectic person
whose early background reads like a litany of the streets. Bul now,
surrounded by his original comic book drawings, bits of movie film
strips, and notebooks of writing, it is difficult to imagine Moses liv-
ing through the danger, horror, ignominy, and emotional complexity
of his youth.

“My story is a very strange story,” Moses plunges right in. He
speaks easily, with clarity and confidence. “There was a power play
in my family for me. So, like, | have brothers who | know very well
but they're not really my brothers. | was raised alone. It's one of
those tragic cases.” Without rancor or bitterness, he tells stories of
his past which detail every form of neglect, privation and suffering.
He has been able to see his past for what it was and views it as a
lesson not to be repeated.

"You know, my father was a revolutionary in Puerto Rico. He
advocated the liberation of Puerto Rico as an independent state al-
lied with the United States. It's a dream that | share with my father.
Unfortunately, now, he is very old and his mind is full of religion."
Moses goes on to explain that his father was forty-seven and his
mother was sixteen when he was born. With pride glowing from his
dark eyes, Moses declares, "And my mother's an Indian. The area
where my mother grew up is far away from the main hub of the city,
next to the beach and a river. | had the privilege of getting to know
my great-grandmother.” Moses did not get to know his mother until
his early teen years. He was given over to an aunt with whom he
lived until he was five. This aunt was a local doctor in Puerto Rico.




She encouraged Moses’ intellectual pursuits at this very early age.
By the time Moses moved to the Bay Ridge section of Brooklyn, to
join his father, he was able to read and write Spanish fluently and
had acquired some knowledge of English.

The local school in which Moses was enrolled was soon baffled
by his ability. He was alternately promoted and demoted in his
school ranking. At one time he was placed into a class for retarded
children because his English was not on a par with the other New
York-born classmates. His entire elementary school period was
fraught with confusion and resentment. Being Puerto Rican had
become a stigma. He soon learned that to be different had a heavy
price.

The neighborhood into which he first moved was basically com-
posed of people whose backgrounds were Irish, [talian, and
German. A young boy from Puerto Rico was an oddity. The diffi-
culties he was facing in school spilled out into the street. Moses was
constantly assaulted by various neighborhood bullies all through his
elementary and junior high school years. He had no one to share
this with at home since his father worked all night and slept all day.
The only solution Moses had was to retreal from the dangers of the
street. He would remain at home, after school, devouring comic
books and watching television from six to ten hours a day.

"So, school was not fulfilling me,"” Moses says as he stretches
out on his make-shift couch in the work room he has established in
his apartment. The faulty air conditioner is trying to dispel the early
June humid air. The walls are covered with comic book posters
Moses has drawn and collected. The room has a good feeling about
it. A sense of creative energy vibrates within this room. He con-
tinues, "My home life was not fulfilling also. | lived with a man who
was already old. There was a forty-year gap between us. Because he
worked at night and did not leave the house until 5 P.M,, he didn't
want me in the house because | made too much noise. So after my
father would leave, instead of going outside and getting cold and
getting myself into trouble, | would stay in and watch televison. All
the time | would get myself into trouble in the streets and guys
hunted you down. If you go into the streets, you've got to be jump-
ing from alley to alley until you can get to a safe turf where nobody
will hunt you down, but to me that was adrag.”

Moses' basic curiosity, nurtured by his reading of fantastical
comic books, made his television viewing somewhat more selective.
“| hated comedy shows,” Moses states. “| always liked educational
programs like "In Search of Ancient Astronauts.” So, all my life I've
been fighting for a little liberty so | could just think. | love thinking. |
like to sit around and think about things."

But whenever Moses ventured out into his environs, he dis-
covered he had to defend himself. He quickly learned who the few
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protect themselves from the hostile neighborhood youths. This in-
volvement began when Moses was nearly ten years old and con-
tinued for the next seven years of his life, with occasional lapses.
His intricate activities within the gang structure ranged from simple
participation to "war lord" positions. Over these years, Moses found
himself involved in open battle with rival gangs and the police. At
one interval, Moses became the shadow (personal runner) for a ris-
ing member of the Puerto Rican criminal world. In many ways, this
man became the surrogate father Moses needed and had not found
in the relationship with his father,

While in junior high school, dope began to enter Moses' life.
"We were skin-popping it,” Moses says in a voice touched with sad-
ness. "But we used it for a different purpose in those days. We didn't
use it to blow our skulls. We used it because it made us more pow-
erful. | remember working myself up and skin popping and going
out for a rumble. After a while, you started riding the 'H' and
some of the guys got hooked on it and got completely fucked up.
| was lucky and saw what it did. | had this inbuilt desire for freedom.
| can't allow myself to be in an undignified position. But dope did
trap me. It made me hesitant about things.

"l have seen guys mainline and go insane. And | was afraid, so |
tried not to mainline. But | knew that | was caught by something that
was threatening something inside me and | knew that | had to fight.
I must have gone out of my skull at this time. So, my father shipped
me off to Puerto Rico."

Moses then relates the difficulty trying to adjust to a foreign
situation while going through the symptoms of “cold turkey." Con-
ditions became severe. The pressure he felt culminated in one day
of mayhem when he ripped a classroom apart, throwing desks and
chairs out of the window. He also threw the teacher down a flight
of stairs. Obviously, Moses was dismissed from the school. He then
began a trek across the island, looking for the village in which his
mother and her family lived.

During this period, Moses discovered the deep roots he had for
the Puerto Rican island and people. He roamed all over, absorbing
the wonder and beauty of the land and the warmth and simple truth
of the people he encountered. Moses then fell into a situation that
most young boys dream about but few experience. He chanced
upon a carnival traveling through the countryside of Puerto Rico.

The combination of working at the carnival and the eventual
discovery of his mother and family had a profound impact on
Moses. For the first time in his life, he felt a sense of belonging and
fulfillment. These situations began to erase the ugliness and sordid-
ness of his life in New York City. A deeper feeling of the true mean-
ing of a tranquil life gave him a viable alternative to the chaos of his
personal and environmental existence.

Moses was in Puerto Rico for nearly nine months before return-
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ing to his father in New York City. He then discovered that his father
was living in the Jamaica section of Queens. Mr. Figueroa was shar-
ing the home of a relative, a policeman who had a son Moses' age.
The relative was stern in his dealings with the two boys. Moses'
father was of little influence since he had become a nearly hopeless
alcoholic.

Moses then enrolled at Jamaica High School. He enjoyed school
because his intellectual abilities were being tested and appreciated.
Moses' father was unable to adequately support his basic needs for
clothing or pocket money. This caused great anxiety. He sadly re-
lates, "Now here | come with my little brown skin and my cousin.
Mow, all | had was a pair of black chino pants and cowboy boots,
cowboy shirl with stripes, and a cowboy hat | used to wear. At that
time lwas called ‘Tex'."

Moses discovered that the rest of the school was decidedly mid-
dle-class in dress, demeanor, available money, and outlook. Accord-
ing to Moses, his cousin, Tonito, was not very bright. He was big
and hulking. The two must have been quite a duo in this basically
white school situation.

Moses escaped every weekend to his old friends back in Brook-

lyn. They would party and get drunk. He would then return to the
frustration of his home and school. At this time Moses discovered
he liked to write short stories, But he received no recognition or
acknowledgment for his efforts. This increased his hostility and led
to constant fighting with other students. He found himself in an en-
veloping circle of frustration and discrimination. When his father
was informed of Moses' negative behavior al school, he would ac-
cuse him of being a “troublemaker,” causing his son to react with
further antagonistic patterns. Conditions grew more intense until
finally Moses was sent away to reform school. "This was a very
vague period in my life.” Moses states. “"There are things | can't even
remember. There are many periods in my life | haven' t been able to
put together.”
Interwoven during this time were experiences with a fellow classmate
at Jamaica High who happened to be the first non-Puerto Rican
Moses had gotten to know well. This young man's kick was attacking
and raping young girls in the vicinity of the school. Then there was a
period of hanging out with his cousin who had become a hardened
criminal. There was also another classmate who had strong Mazi ten-
dencies. Moses became his pal and participated in the "pranks” this
young man planned and carried out,

By some fortunate stroke of luck, Moses was placed on the swim-
ming team during his second semester and became a valued member
of the team. His troubles subsided during this period. Moses applied
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lived, however. His father decided to move back to Brooklyn. He
moved into a low-income project in the Brownsville section. When
the Jamaica High School authorities discovered he no longer lived in
their school district, Moses was dismissed. He fell into a state of
gloom.

“So, they turned me over to Thomas Jefferson High School in
Brooklyn and from there on | got transferred to about nine other
schools and | just couldn't get along in the other schools because
people tried to abuse me and | wouldn’t let them.” Moses was now
floating without any purpose or direction. Whatever positive patterns
he had learned o appreciate and cherish were now non-existent. He
was aimless and angry.

Moses found himsell back into the gang life in Brownsville, But
this time the gangs didn't fool around with fist fights or garrison
belts. The era of the hand-made gun had arrived. Some actually had
the real thing. Gang war was now very real. Neighborhoods became
battle grounds. Rooftops were sniper hideouts and Molotov cocktail
launching pads. Wandering into other gangs' territory could result in
instant death.

Two young women in his neighborhood probably saved his life.
The first got him to withdraw from active gang participation. Later,
the other one interested Moses in the Methodist Evangelical Church.
Moses became very active in the choral group and began traveling
around the city performing at different churches. The rest of the
city now became known to him. His insularity was now replaced by
new dimensions with this extension of his life.

He then went into a series of jobs at various Manhattan advertis-
ing agencies, assisting in the art departments. He was also trying to
accomplish an ongoing dream: to work with a comic strip artist. He
was not successful at this desire. But, to his great surprise, in 1982 he
fell into a theatrical crowd and chanced upon a summer stock job in
"West Side Story.” Again, Moses’ irascibility, unfortunately, got him
fired just before the opening of the musical.

Thereafter, Moses drifted in and out of jobs and events that had
little meaning or significance. Finally, in 1964, a distant relative sug-
gested Moses become a gardener for a middle-income co-op hous-
ing complex. He applied and was accepted. Moses spent the year
moving from housing project to housing project because of his con-
cern with the plight of the workers and their exploitation by both the
management and the union. He was soon edged out of employment.

In 1965, Moses decided it was time for him to really try develop-
ing his interest in comic strip writing and drawing. He arduously
wrote seven complete comic strips and attempted to sell them within
the comic book industry. Moses could not crack through. He then
decided to go back to advertising art and, after many unsuccessful
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forays, landed a job with Pace Advertising agency. He began as a file
clerk. He also did some art production work. He was earning $70.00
per week for both assignments. His industry and energy soon pro-
moted him to an assistantship to a top person in production. He
adapted well and did his job with efficiency and ease.

Each request for increase in salary went unanswered. At one
point, Moses was slipped a five dollar increase as a token gesture.
MNeeding the money, Moses accepted this but realized his demeaning
position. One day he just stayed home, refusing all entreaties to
come back to work. He was finally offered an additional five dollars
and returned, begrudgingly, to Pace. Everything was decidedly
downhill from that point on.

Moses left Pace and sought work at other advertising agencies.
MNothing was happening. He had developed what he thought was a
dynamite new comic book portfolio which he now brought to the
comic book agencies. There was no opportunity offered. His frus-
tration began to grow. After one fruitless episode, Moses found him-
self walking down the streets of mid-Manhattan actually hitting pas-
sersby. It had begun to rain. His neat "Madison Avenue" grooming
was becoming disheveled as he raced down the streets hitting
out, being hit, and falling down. The police finally arrived when he
was being held by one man he had struck. One of the police offi-
cers recognized Moses' disorientation. He sat Moses in the patrol car
and talked to him, The officer explained that if he booked Moses
the courts might not understand the inner stresses of his situa-
tion. He suggested that they go to Bellevue Hospital and have
Moses place himself under psychiatric observation.

Moses is not quite sure of the time spent in Bellevue. He esti-
mates he was there for two months. For a short period, he was in an
experimental section used for various drug medication tests. Notic-
ing strange behavior changes in one of the patients on this ward,
Moses forced himself back to the first section into which he was ad-
mitted. Although his mind had snapped, his will to survive was as
active as it had ever been.

As a result of an inadvertent comment made by his father, the
doctors at Bellevue determined that Moses must be assigned to Pil-
grim State Hospital on Long Island. Moses discovered that Pilgrim
was not a very cool place to be, Using some knowledge gained
from the wards, he managed to get transferred to Central Islip Hos-
pital further out on Long Island.

The next two and a half years are very vague in Moses' recollec-
tion. The time spent between Bellevue and Central Islip, which are
principally blank in his memory, he used as positively as possible. He
attempted to read and draw as much as his non-doped conscious-
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pendent attitude. Even here, Moses was encountering the excessive
pressures of a controlling societal force thwarting his natural im-
pulses and instincts.

Because of the many adverse experiences Moses underwent dur-
ing his incarceration at Central Islip Hospital, a healthy disrespect for
psychiatry and social workers developed that lasts to this day.
Moses contends, “You can't tell me that the very people who are tak-
ing care of your head and set the laws for you aren't the same people
who have the highest rate of suicide of any professional group.” His
bitterness and resentment is vibrant towards this entire period. As
with no other time of his life, Moses feels he did not gain or learn from
these events. The waste of energy and the length of vacuity still
gnaw athim,

When Moses was finally released from the mental hospital some-
time in early 1967, he returned to his earlier effort to enter the world
of comic book drawing and writing. He developed new concepts and
formulas. But, again, he found his efforts to be of no avail. Finally,
needing employment, he became a messenger with a service on West
45th Street. This return to a “nothing” job was debilitating. When he
went to his old neighborhood in Brooklyn, the scene he discovered
there displeased him greatly. Most of the young men he had known
within the gang structure were now into drugs or heavy criminal ac-
tivities. Both of these paths had little interest for Moses.

In his drifting and searching for a base, Moses discovered a men-
tal rehabilitation haltway house organization called Fountain House.
He became active in the program out of a need for a place to live and
adjust to his new circumstances. “But | couldn't conform to what they
wanted," Moses recalls, “and, finally, | revolted and had all the others
join me in organizing ourselves so that we could determine our ex-
istence inside the Fountain House institution. What they (Fountain
House) actually did was, being a private charity with government
support, they were supposed to rehabilitate mental patients. But what
they really did was to make the patients crazy so that they could for-
ever claim them.” Moses soon departed with no regrets by anyone.

A short excursion with the radical Young Lords of Spanish Har-
lem then followed. "But we just couldn't hit it off,” says Moses. "Their
philosophy and my philosophy were just too different from each oth-
er. Consequently, they saw me as a threat rather than as an ally.” He
became further disenchanted when he was at a rooftop meeting on
Sth Street in the Lower East Side. The Young Lords had invited a
member of the Students for a Democratic Society to discuss tech-
niques of guerrilla warfare. When Moses proposed some other alter-
natives, they turned on him and demanded to know where the money
for his ideas was going to come from. Incensed, Moses relates, "I
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Ricans. If | didn't take shit from those people in the mental hospital,
then, definitely, | wasn't going to take it from my own people.”

The only positive outcome from Moses' skirmish with the Young
Lords was an introduction to Chino Garcia. Chino, through the Real
Great Society, was conducting serious discussions with the Young
Lords and participating in some community-oriented programs that
benefited the aims of both groups.

“Then one day at the end of 1968, | just walked into Chino's of-
fice. | said this is my story, man.” Moses’ face is now alive with excite-
ment as the saga of his first inclusion with the Real Great Society
begins. "lI've been locked up. I've been trying to do this and that. |
hear you people are looking for some kind of strong leadership to
maintain this shit. Chino listened and said, ‘'okay. It so happens that
we have a new program and I'm gonna put you there. It pays $50.00
a week, okay? And | became a general helper around the office at
69 Suffolk Street.”

Moses found the rest of 1968 and the beginning of 1968 comfort-
ing. He was accepted by those with whom he worked. He was not
timid about offering suggestions which were often accepted and im-
plemented. The relationships between Chino, Angelo and Moses
grew with time and the addition of responsibilities. Moses was fre-
quently asked to manage the office whenever Chino or Angelo were
away on other business. Later on, when Chino could not fulfill a
speaking engagement, Moses was his replacement. "One day | just
got this notice,” Moses proudly declares,“that there's a directors’
meeting and my name was on it. That meant | was in a decision-
making situation.”

Moses had become interested in the development of a Media
Workshop. an offshoot of the RGS activities. Working with Paul Set-
tener, Moses assisted in the creation of photo workshops, art classes,
poster-making, and other craft activities. His sense of fulfillment and
achievement was extremely high. He felt he was being creative and
appreciated. He later developed two comic book programs, finally
actualized by the kids working in the workshop. These comic
books became very popular throughout the Lower East Side.

Although away from the various power plays that existed over at
the RGS new headquarters at 7th Street and Avenue A, Moses was
kept informed through Chino, who visited the Media workshop peri-
odically. When the conflict between Ching's group and the newer ele-
ment now working with RGS became quite apparent, Chino an-
nounced to Moses that he had been thinking of forming a new
nucleus to continue the aims first envisioned by Chino and Angelo
back in 1964. Moses sums up these events by saying,"It already did
what we wanted it to do. It is the only Puerto Rican organization that
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street. Nobody ever had that kind of power before. We proved what
we intended to do. That former street gang guys can take over a
neighborhood and, if we're left alone, can make the structure work.
People who came to study our structure were dumbfounded to dis-
cover thal our structure was the basic capitalistic framework. The
basics that made this country were the same in RGS. And that was
the human spirit. It was always more valuable than the bureaucratic
process.”

The idea evolved that those Chino was interested in should
participate in one action that could weld their experiences and out-
looks. Sometime earlier, Angelo had gone on an expedition or-
ganized by the Outward Bound survival school. He had had thirty
days living on a remote Main island, scaling nearly vertical cliffs,
and manning an open boat in the rough seas. Angelo found this ex-
perience a totally absorbing and challenging one. It was decided
that Chino, Angelo. Crespo, Roy. Sal and Moses would join a medical
expedition going to Mexico organized by the Qutward Bound
groupin Colorade.

The major premise of the newly formed group was to develop
new concepts in housing and life style potentials. They had all be-
come aware that poorly planned and developed city areas breed all
the problems they had known and grown up with. Chino had remem-
bered the time R. Buckminster Fuller had come to speak to RGS. He
had been impressed by the vision of this old man. He hadn't really
believed that anyone in the older white society could be that bold and
outspoken about the needs and hopes for a better tomorrow.

Chino made contact with Bucky, requesting his assistance to
guide this new group. Bucky readily accepted Chino's invitation. A
series of conversations ensued. When the group of six were ready to
leave on the Outward Bound trip, Bucky promised $1,600 to cover
basic expenses. The money was late in arriving, causing Chino and
Angelo to use the name and credit of RGS to gather their equipment
and to rent a car for the trip to Colorado. The ongoing conflict be-
tween Chino and Angelo and the RGS bureaucracy became utterly
strained due to these actions, although all moneys spent were to be
refunded from Bucky's gift. Moses' attitude towards these incidents is
very positive. He states, "We said we only did that because it's ex-
pedient. We needed the time that's alloted us."

Everything the six young men expected from the Qutward Bound
excursion was more than fulfilled. They shared a new solidarity and
strength, both personal and collective. Moses found this experience a
very binding one. His relationship with Angelo, spotty in the past,
became extremely solid. Moses, who is very sensitive to the swaying
of power plays and factors of control, says, "l found that between
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ical or physiological patterns. We were a team (including Crespo)
and | cooked. | had a little more talent for cooking than the other quys
but once in awhile Crespo would say, 'Hey, | want to cook tonight."'
We were a unit separated from the rest of the expedition, basically
because they were white.”

Moses actively returned to the Media Workshop with new zeal
and interest after this trip. The other members of CHARAS became
involved with studies conducted by Michael Ben Eli on geodesic prin-
ciples. "CHARAS wasn't only on paper. We were struggling for funds
at that time and | needed to do something in order to get some
money. So | continued working with the Media Workshop. | then de-
veloped two comic book projects: Blank Comics and Street Comics.”

Moses' need for physical activity led him to devote his time and
attention to the Media Workshop and to relinquish his opportunity
to join the classes established by Michael which he (Moses) found
passive. "l don't like to sit around and do nothing,"” Moses says ani-
matedly. "l mean, if something got to be done, bang, | go and we
do it. But a lot of times at CHARAS we had to sit around and talk or
ask someone for something and | don't particularly dig that. I'm tired
of begging people.” Moses then contributed his time and energy
when it was directly needed. He allowed the ongoing activities to be
conducted by the others in whom he had committed his trust and
faith,

Moses now leans forward and speaks confidentially as he says,
"Well, the first thing | would need now to automatically assume more
responsibility in CHARAS is for them to get some bread for every-
body. Outside of that mundane shit, | think CHARAS is a very power-
ful concept. Its power lies in the fact that it is the future.”

Moses rises and begins pacing the room. An old feeling of en-
thusiasm and meaningfulness is evident in his voice and expression.
“When | have talked to people who are poor in spirit, be they Spanish,
black or white, people who need to feel part of this world and | tell
them the story of CHARAS, their eyes light up. They say, goddamn
that is something beautiful. And, maybe, they have been turned on to
find their own resources to do something somewhere.”

Deep within Moses' heart, he is restless to return to the halcyon
days of his early involvement with the Real Great Society and the
Outward Bound expedition. He seems to crave the purity of existence
he experienced then. The pressures of his current life occasionally
obscure this vision. But it is apparent that the inner fire can be quick-
ly ignited given the proper conditions. Moses would, it appears, glad-
ly give up his present hustle and bustle. He wants to serve his people.
He only has to be given the chance and he will again.
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SAI. BECKER

“It's a strange feeling, you know. You wonder what makes a person
have commitment after spending years and years doing nothing.
Then all of a sudden, something happens to you. I'm sure it happened
to others involved with CHARAS. You just develop a whole set of
values—a whole different value image. You wake up one morning and
you see the whole world differently. You take the tools and the tech-
nigues that you've grown up with and you have to set other
objectives.”

These incisive observations are made by a handsome, black-
bearded twenty-six year-old young man who has learned to be truth-
ful. Sal Becker doesn't bullshit himself. He doesn't try to bullshit the
world around him either.

When he was ten years old, Sal had to learn a whole new set of
life standards. His family moved only one block in the Lower East
Side but the entire perspective of his life had to change or he would
not have survived.

His father owned a candy store at 14th Street and Avenue A. To
his father, Sal was the center of his world. His father, an Italian,
was proud of fathering a son who would carry on his tradition. Sal's
mother had never married this man named Mesena, but that fact
never disturbed the warmth and love that was Sal's for his first ten
years. Sal's older brother and sister, his mother's children from a
previous marriage, were living with him. There was another brother
and sister that Sal hardly knew, who lived with his mother's di-
vorced husband in upper New York State. Sal was his mother's fifth
child. Butin the Mesena household, Sal was number one.

The showering of attention and goodies came to an abrupt end
when Sal's father died. They had lived next door to the 14th Street
candy store. The sudden loss necessitated a move. An apartment was
found on East 13th Street. What had been a predominantly Italian
neighborhood for Sal's first ten years had now become totally Puerto
Rican. New customs, attitudes, and experiences soon engulfed the
pampered boy. Surrounded by a poverty he had never known, Sal
had to become aware that the world did not revolve around his whims
and needs,

Sal's mother, of German and Scottish extraction, was from Nova
Scotia. Her first husband came from upstate New York German
stock. Sal's father was Italian. The man that his mother married, two
years after the death of Mr. Mesena, was Lithuanian. Thus there was
a "melting pot” atmosphere in Sal's life. But nothing prepared him for
the onslought of a Puerto Rican ghetto and hostile ltalian neighbors.

Sal now works in a community youth workshop. He is married to 177




an alert and knowing Puerto Rican girl, Helen, and they have a young
son. As his father was proud of his son, so is Sal of his. "But,” he says,
“I want my son to grow up in the city. | want him to grow up with kids
that are poor and going through changes. | don't want him to have
everything that he wants. Sure, I'll control his life, somewhat, so he
doesn't get into any of the shit | got into. But | want him to be an
aware person. Not like the people | first grew up with before moving
to 13th Street.”

Sal has very alienated feelings towards the Italians with whom he
spent his first ten years. His eyes become steely when he talks about
those days and people. "“Listen, | want you to know that my father was
full-blooded Italian. But the people at 14th and Avenue A were anoth-
er breed. | try to envision myself growing up on Avenue A with Italian
kids that were there. | see them today. I'm just so happy that | wasn'ta
victim of their sickness of prejudice. Their attitudes about people
who don't think like them. Who don't do what they do. And it's amaz-
ing how they spend their days standing around guarding little cor-
ners of the block and just wasting time. I'd see the parents notice a
black or Puerto Rican woman walking down the street. Right away,
they'd call her a whore or something. This was in front of the kids.
The whole disrespect, for any other kind of person but ltalian, was
amazing. There may be racism in every nationality but | developed a
shield, a protective barrier against this kind of person. I'm just glad |
moved away from those people.”

Sal readily admits that the young Puerto Ricans he encountered
on East 13th Street were far more mature than he was. They had gone
through changes that he, living a lower-middle class existence, had
never imagined. "Everything was different. Their homes, their fam-
ilies, their relatives, the street. Man, the street particularly. The
street, their poverty made them go through changes that grown-
ups hadn't gone through. It was a shock and | had to adapt and |
had to fit in. | had to fit in, mostly, because | wanted to. The next
six years were some trip for me, let me tell you."

At sixteen, not liking school, Sal forged his birth certificate and
enlisted in the Air Force. Two years later, Sal was back on the street
after being bounced from the Air Force for being friendly with an
airman involved in a base supply robbery. Falsely charged with pos-
session of grass, Sal successfully fought the accusation and was dis-
charged with all the benefits due him.

The streets Sal came back to were different from those he had
left. Drugs were now a common companion of the street youth. He
was introduced to speed and quickly got strung out. For one year
he'd blow his mind. Then for two years he'd have odd jobs making
$65 or $70 a week, just drifting without direction or care.

The Real Great Society had become a vibrant force on the Lower
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ment's strike in February, 1968 that prompted the start of the 13th
Street block association. Sal was living with his mother at this time.
He was persuaded to join the organization drive and the activities that
followed. They helped clear the street of the accumulated garbage.
Then a storefront office was opened. Soon, funding from the Com-
munity Lower East Side Corporation enabled them to start a summer
program for the kids living on 13th Street between 1st and 2nd Ave-
nues. Sal had now become addicted with the spirit of community par-
ticipation and involvement.

By the summer of 1969, the funding ran out. RGS came to the
rescue of the 13th Street block association by suggesting that its
members become involved with a VISTA program. This program en-
listed workers who had been previously busted on any kind of nar-
cotics charge. Sal and many of the other members of the 13th Street
group qualified. Sal became a VISTA worker from May to November.
He organized sports programs for the kids and community-action ac-
tivities for the adult population of the block.

It was in August of 1969, while in VISTA, that Chino first sent Sal

to the Outward Bound program. Sal, again in January, 1970, went
with the newly formed CHARAS group to Mexico in another Qutward
Bound trip. Outward Bound is a tough survival fitness program.
Chino had a plan for Sal and the Outward Bound program was to be
the first step. If Sal completed the work and tasks assigned him while
in Outward Bound, then, maybe, Chino would approach Sal for par-
ticipation in something else that was brewing in his mind.
‘ During his first Outward Bound trip, for 26 days, Sal was put
through vigorous physical and psychological self-testing. He was
one of thirteen young men who were living on a Maine Island totally
on their own. For three days they were isolated and had to survive
and return to home base. The most harrowing experience for Sal
was climbing a 90-foot rock cliff with only a rope linking him to
another person. It was not only the responsibility of someone
else's life that frightened Sal, but the fact he didn't know how to
swim. It was the fall into the ocean water below that terrified Sal.
As he retells these experiences, he breathes a little faster. Sal re-
leases a heavy sigh of relief when he completes telling this incident.
He looks at you with renewed awareness of his strengths and weak-
nesses. "Okay,” he says, "l was 21 at the time but | grew up fast from
that 26 days of tough living.”

The RGS group decided they wanted as many Lower East Siders
as possible to know the rigors of an QOutward Bound experience.
They realized that if you could survive the physical and mental stress,
then any other form of stress would be easier to absorb and cope
with. Various attempts at securing an RGS operation in Outward
Bound did not materialize. But toward the end of 1969, contact was
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ico. They were to establish a medical expedition to innoculate Mex-
ican Indians against measles, smallpox and tetanus. The future
members of CHARAS went on this trip.

By the time Sal returned to New York, in February of 1970, China
was ready to confront him. An encounter session was held with var-
ious people who were soon to form CHARAS. Everything was laid
open during this meeting. Everyone was ripped into. No one was
spared. Whatever reservations or questions one had about another
were aired and talked out. Finally, Angelo turned to Sal and de-
manded, "“Look, do you still want to work with us or stay with
VISTA?" Sal thought deeply for a split moment and shot back, “Both,
you mother fucker. You knew you'd get me involved. So what do you
want me to do?” Angelo and Chino sat back and laughed, Everyone
else laughed and embraced one another in true understanding and
affection. Sal was now the 'S’ of the soon-to-be-organized CHARAS.

Both Chino and Angelo had, through Fred Good, made contact
with Bucky Fuller sometime earlier. Bucky had been invited to talk to
an RGS meeting in 1968 and they had listened carefully. They began
to think of what was said and decided they wanted active involvement
in attempting solutions to low-income housing problems. The geode-
sic dome idea fascinated them. Although they knew nothing of the
mathematics needed they were undeterred and felt they could over-
come any obstacle with direct effort and strong commitment. Chino
and Angelo believed they needed Sal's tenacity of purpose and sense
of devotion to round out their new group. Most assuredly, Sal was
able to contribute these qualities.

Soon Michael Ben Eli was teaching them algebra at the East 13th
Street storefront block association space. Sal remembers the difficul-
ty he had. He also remembers how much easier it was for Roy. Roy
had had previous training and experience with IBM. Few of the others
had had any successful background in mathematics. But they
parseverad.

By July, 1970, Sal and Helen were married. He now became con-
cerned with supporting his new wife. A job with the Neighborhood
Youth Corps was the answer. Sal helped establish a photo workshop
for the youth of the Lower East Side. He also continued his associa-
tion with CHARAS by tackling special research projects or helping in
the fund-raising drives that went on all the time.

"He was this almighty, important figure that came from never-
never land to the Lower East Side.” Sal was remembering the first
time he saw Bucky in the middle of May, 1970. Bucky had come to the
loft on Cherry Street. Everyone was excited that Bucky was to see
what they were planning. Sal, particularly, wanted to meet Bucky. He
knew that Angelo and Chino had established a warm relationship
with him. That afternoon, Chino went around introducing “Brother
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Sal recaptures the drama and electric sensation of the occasion
as he says, "For a small man, he's very dynamic. | almost feit energy
coming off him. It radiated when he walked around. Man_ | wanted
the experience of talking to him so | could tell my grandchildren, tell
other people.” Sal didn't get the chance he wanted. He did, however,
see Bucky relating to his friends with an interest and concern that
overwhelmed him, “Bucky would put his hand to his ear and listen to
you.” Sal's eyes radiate as he recalls that memorable event. ¥l could
see he really liked Chino, Angelo and Roy. He always wanted to do
things for them. Well, you know how Chino is. He's here but he's not.
He's always thinking of something to organize. And Bucky would see
this and pull him back and say, Did you hear me? Did you understand
what | said?" And Chino would say ‘Yeah' and go on introducing
Bucky as ‘Brother Bucky'. It was nice.”

Bucky's involvement with CHARAS is a fantastic wonderment to
Sal. Considering Bucky one of the world's great men, Sal is continu-
ally amazed at Bucky's concern and interest in the kind of guys he
grew up with and learned to love. But he recognizes the deep core of
humanity in Bucky. "He's a humble man, you know. He's kind and he
wanted you to understand that, too. He didn't want you to think he
would just turn you off because you were less impartant than he was.
He'd put himself on your level. And it worked. To Chino, Angelo and
all the rest of us, Bucky's a household word now. We've become so
attached. It's a beautiful relationship. "

Although Sal is not now actively involved with the daily activities
of CHARAS, his concern has not diminished. The bonds of friendship
and shared experiences are too strong. Sal communicates this on-go-
ing concern and appreciation when he says, "| can tell you for a fact,
all of us have developed such a relationship that we could throw fire
at each other and slill keep the friendship. We can do that because we
know that we have made a commitment to each other. We care
about each other. There's no selfishness involved with each other.
It's a beautiful thing. We really love each other. | wouldn't change it
for the world. | want you to know | get along better with other peo-
ple because of them. It's fantastic."

Sal doesn't say it, but he surely hopes to be able to pass these
feelings on to his son. Sal wants his son to be a spiritual member of
CHARAS. That's if he can cut it.




CONGLUSION

The people of CHARAS may occasionally attempt to outreach their
actual potential. But the reaching is strengthening, In the past,
they may have boasted of more than they accomplished. Neverthe-
less. they give others the hope and vision that change is possi-
ble. To people of the ghetto who live an existence with few alter-
natives. CHARAS has shown that life need not be a series of dead
ends. i

There i1s the enthusiasm of an emerging new nation in the ac-
livities and aspirations of CHARAS, There is the fierce pride of want-
ing giant-accomplishments and the resentment that “the establish-
ment” 15 not always in concert with them. But an active under-
standing and knowledge of how to cope with these forces 15 de-
veloping and expanding

Coming out of a basic "street” condition, the patterns of “jiving
the man” are still very much parl of their working mechanism. There
is still healthy distrust of the society. And the distrust is justifiable
They have also become the creators and victims of myth-making. In
the “street”, you must pretend more than exists. Great damage can
be perpetrated, though, if this practiceis constant and unabating

Fortunately. the lessons of the past seem to deter the workers at
CHARAS from acts of self-delusion or excessive exaggeration. Their
activiies seemed rooted lo the community and the needs expressed
by what they have expenenced

It is the extension of hope that is CHARAS' greatest asset. As
long as the on-going participants of CHARAS sustain this tenuous
possibility, then they will have an important contribution to make to
their immediate community and the other situations they may af-
fect. It is fervently expected that this attitude will continue and ex-
pand The courage shown by CHARAS must be expanded and other
groups need to be similarly stimulated and structured. A network
of CHARAS's can turn the tide of negativism in ghetto life. Acts of
self-realization and fulfillment can be the result for many who have
given up all attempts at effecting any change in their lives, It takes
time and great effort. But it can be done. It is important to remem-
ber in this instance that the process is more important than the
product.

It would be sad if the towel was thrown in just as round one
begins
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Following is a basic description of
Fuller's Geodesic Geometry, and the
technical details of the CHARAS dome.

Technical Description by MICHAEL BEN ELJ

1. GEMERAL DESCRIPTION:

Geodesic domes were invented and first developed by R. Buckminster
Fuller. Their geometry is usually derived from two geometric solids for
reasons of economy and structural integrity. The first is the lcosahedron,
a solid with 20 equal triangular faces; the second is the so called Triacan-
tahedron which can be derived from the lcosahedron and has 30 equal
diamonds as faces.

Hustration A
lcosahedron
General View

The Triacontahedron can be derived by joining mid-points on the surface
ofthe lcosahedron:

P N
Ilustration B1 m
Mid Points on Surface of icosahedron w

INustration B2
Joining mid points to obtain
edges of Triacontahedron

IHusiration B3
The Triacontahedron—A solid
with 30 equal diamond faces

To understand how the geometry of the Icosahedron, for instance, relates
o a sphere, imagine "exploding”, or blowing up this solid to the surface
of a sphere: The result will be a spherical lcosahedron:

Mus. C
The Spherical lcosahedron

Here we have a network of 20 equalateral spherical triangles, The maximum
possible on a surface of a sphere.

Depending on the diameter of a specific dome to be constructed, the mate-
rial used and the type of elements, |.e., linear members or surface tri-
angles, each one of the basic 20 Icosahedron triangles will be further sub
divided. We shall obtain a typical “geodesic” pattern.

Mus. D
A Typical Geodesic Pattern
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Thiz subdivision is usually called frequency and relates 1o the subdivision
of the faces of the basic lcosahedron triangle {one of the 20), hence we

" VAN NN

Freguency Sub Divisions of
Basic lcosahedron Triangles. :;féq IE-“rrE’q ﬁ:gq ;:,: q.

Other types of subdivisions exist but this is a very common one and should
serve to getthe idea across.

What is usually done in design and computation of a geodesic structure is
briefly the following:

1) You take one spherical lcosahedron triangle (one is enough as all 20

are equilateral and symetrically distributed on the surface of asphere).

2) You decide on the frequency subdivision to be used according to

circumstances.
3) You compute the arches corresponding to the edges of spherical
triangles, (using principles of spharical trigonometry).

4) You derive the chords, respective to these arches with which one can

get the final dimensions of relevant length of members or sides of panels.

s, F1
Spherical lcosa

Ilus. F2
Anizolated Basic Spherical Triangle

Mus. F3
Basic Spherical Triangle
and 2nd Frequency Subdivision

llus. F4
Desired Chords Corresponding To Arches
Obtained By 2nd Frequency Sub-Division

Obviously, the higher the frequency, the more ‘spherical' the final struc-
ture, ldeal spherocity, however, is usually not the most critical objectives
and the frequency subdivision will be decided upon according to the di-
ameter of the structure and the ideal size of elements in terms of strength
and convenient handling.

Everything that has been said thus far about the Icosahedron is relevant
to the Triacontahedron geometry as well. In the later case, we relate to a
basic Triacontahedron diamond rather than the basic lcosahedron tri-
angle. For different frequencies we shall get (again one typical possibility):

G1

1st 2nd 4th
Freq. Freq. Freq.

Frequency sub-divisions of Triacontahedron Diamond

A good reason to use the Triacontahedron geometry is that usually, for a
given frequency, it will allow the use of a smaller number of different tri-
angles with resulting higher simplicity and better economy.

2. THE CHARAS DOME — GEOMETRY

In the case of the Charas dome, the four frequency Triacontahedron sub-
division was used. Here each basic diamond was sub-divided as follows:

IHus.H.
4 Frequency Triacontahedron —
Typical Diamond

To ease the identification of triangles and mapping their positions, a code
system is sued in which each tip of every trlangle (or the points of inter-
sections in the triangular net-work), is given a letter name. Here to it is
enough to deal with only one typical diamond as the pattern will repeat it-
self throughout the structure.

us. |
Basic Diamond and Code
System used

In each ane of these diamonds, we have 8 triangles in two different pairs of
four (in each pair offour the triangles are equal to each other).

Hlus. J,

4 Triangles numbered (1) are equal
toeach other.

4 Triangles numbered (2) are equal
toeach other,

In ather words, our whole dome can be constructed with only two different

triangular elements.
B

Oneis Triangle CBD: i f
Hus. K . =



And the other is triangle ABB which is equal to triangle Dbb
L]

Illus. L 1,

A typical view showing coding system and distribution of triangles in the
structure is the following mapping which is used to identify positions of
triangles during construction

s, b

4 Frequency Triacontanedron — A typical view

3. THE CHARAS DOME — STRUCTURE & CONSTRUCTION:

TheCHARASdome was built using triangular elements cut from special
papar-board tasted to compressive loads of 1000 Ibs. sq. inch. Each triangu-
lar element has folding flaps which when folded inwardly (towards cen-
ter of the dome) produce a stiff triangular box. Such boxes are then as-
sembled and bolted together foliowing the mapping system.

Hius. N, ““:
A Typical Paper-Board Triangle

Hus. O

A Typical Stiff Triangular Box .

Certain sections are left out for desired openings. To offset the structural
effects of omitting triangles, simple wooden frames were introduced. A

133 wooden base anchored the structure to the ground.

With the same two basic triangular elements either a hemisphere or a three
quarter spherecanbe built.

(a) AHemisphere —4frequency triacon geodesic

Diameter: D=20"

Radius: A=10'

Floor Area: A=314sq. fi.
Surface Area: 5=628sqg.ft.

Hius. P

4 Freq. Triacon - ¥ sphere (partial coding).

& ‘e sphereconsists of

13whole diamonds with 8 triangles each:

lus.Q .‘

Zhalve diamonds with 4 triangles each:

Mus. R ﬁ&

2 halve diamonds of Gtriangles each:

Inthe later case triangles ABB & DBBE are cut into two halves as shown

N AWAN

This means that for each hemisphere we need:

No. 1 Triangle (ABB) 32 pieces Total 64
. Triangle (DBB) 32 pieces =
MNo. 2 Triangle (BCD) 60
Total for each i sphere 124 triangles
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{b) *Sphere-4 frequency triacon geodesic

Diameter; D=20"

Radius: R=10"
Floor Area: A=250sq. ft.
Surface Area: 5=9425q. fi.

Mus. U

4freq. triacon - % sphere (partial coding)

(Natice truncation of all triangles above base level)

The % sphere consists of:

20whole diamonds with Btriangles each:

IMus. v

Softhe following configurations of 6 triangles each;

s, W

(Truncation here does not cut triangles exactly by two but is made to given

-

measuremeants).

Farall intent and purposes, for @ach % sphere we shal| need:

Mo, 1:

MNo. 2:

Triangle (ABB) 50 pieces
Triangle (DBB) 50 pieces

Triangle (BCD)

Total foreach % sphere

)

Total 100

100

200 Triangles

Various methods of coating can be used to give the paper board struc-
ture a variety of length ot 'life'. In the CHARAS dome, the paper-board shell
was used as a form over which %" ferro-cement shell was laid. (See
photographic illustrations) After the cement was cured the paper board
strluctura could be retrieved to be used again or left in for its insulation
value,
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{continued from front flap)

CHARAS: The Improbable Dome
Builders is an intimate portrait in pic-
tures and words of these dynamic
young men, their friends, and the com-
munity in which they live.

Photographer and author, Syeus
Mottel, lived with the members of
CHARAS during the five months in
which they struggled to erect their
dome. By way of incisive interviews,
he allows the viewpoinis and insights
of the dome builders to dramatically
emerge, and with perceptive photog-
raphy in the social-documentary tra-
dition of David Douglas-Duncanm,
capiures the excitement, energy, frus-
trations, and joys that were attendant
upon the construction of the dome.

The experiences and motivations of
a group such as CHARAS present a
total concept of community action that
can become an example of how to
overcome pressing needs despite
local apathy and the lethargy of gov-
ernmental bureaucracy. With iis intro-
duction by R. Buckminster Fuller and
a technical manual by Michael Ben-Eli,
this book graphically illustrates how
individual communities can fight neg-
ativism if they are inspired to knowl-
edge, work, and achievement.

Author Syeus Mottel is a free-lance
photographer and film maker who re-
sides in New York City.

Jacket designed by Design Arl Associales

Printed in the U.S.A,
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