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When we were first tossing ideas around 
for this issue of Brownstone and free-
dom came up as a possibility, we were 
apprehensive, yet intrigued. We knew it 
was a challenging, rich theme, but how, 
for instance, would we do a photo essay 
about freedom without turning it into 
six pages of American flags? When you 
Google-Image freedom, everything from 
a picture of an eagle to an animal-rights 
poster to a poster of butterflies comes up 
within the first 10 results. As fundamen-
tal as everyone knows it is, freedom is a 
concept that gets thrown around a whole 
lot and can mean all sorts of different 
things to different people. Most of the 
time it’s empty, this nebulous idea float-
ing somewhere up above us along with 
“justice” and “power.” Sure, we think 
we understand it and we’re all taught 
that it’s important, but what does it look 
like? What does it mean in our everyday, 
earthly lives? With this issue of Brown-
stone, we tried to explore freedom in a 
grounded way, to take a look at a few 
of the many ways New Yorkers and 
NYU students understand and express 
the concept. We examine freeganism, 
a lifestyle that aims to be free from the 
bounds of capitalism. We profile Books 

Through Bars, an organization that pro-
vides books to prisoners who are denied 
freedom in the most literal and explicit 
way. We look at the way freedom inter-
sects with art in Chris Alden’s column 
about music sampling and in the piece 
about the Rude Mechanical Orchestra. 
And on our numbers page, we poll New 
Yorkers on the way they use their free-
dom. Of course, these 24 pages barely 
begin to scratch the surface, but as with 
every issue of Brownstone, our goal is to 
get a conversation started. We hope we 
succeeded. 

On another note, this will be our last 
issue with Brownstone and we’d like 
to thank everyone who made this pos-
sible: First and foremost, our photo edi-
tor, Karly Domb Sadof, and production 
chief, Kyle Kolb, whose brilliance and 
dedication have truly made Brownstone 
what it is. We’d also like to thank ev-
eryone at WSN, especially Editor-in-
Chief Adam Playford, Managing Edi-
tor Megan Stride and Associate Editor 
Alvin Chang, for their support, advice 
and endless patience; and our wonderful 
team of reporters. And of course, every-
one who made all of this worthwhile by 
picking up a copy.                                 
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In a tiny room in Fort Greene, 
Brooklyn, Jess Ross is sur-
rounded by books: stacks of 
books, shelves of books, boxes 
of books. In front of her sits a 
foot-high stack of letters from 
prisons nationwide. 

This is the New York City 
chapter of Books Through 
Bars. Founded in Philadelphia 
in 1989 before making its way 
to New York in 1996, the or-
ganization solicits letters from 
prisoners requesting specific 
books and book donations. 
Three times a week, on Sun-
days, Mondays and Thurs-
days, Ross and the other mem-
bers of the group read each 
letter, match prisoners’ book 
requests to the vast collection 
of titles in the room and then 
pack and ship them off to pris-
ons around the country. Ac-
cording to BTB, these books 
provide incarcerated people 
with the opportunity to learn 
about their cultural heritage, 
prepare for the GED test, stave 
off some of the isolation and 
restlessness of confinement 
and discover new perspectives 
and interests. 

“Reading is a form of social-
ization in this place that tries 
to dehumanize you,” explains 
Ross, a librarian and core 
group member. “It brings you 
back into the real world.” 

Despite the im-
portance of books, 
in no state is it 
legally mandated 
that prisoners have 
access to reading 
materials, and the 
majority of prison 
libraries are un-
derfunded and 
insufficient. In or-
der to send a book 
to a loved one in 
prison, individuals 
must do it through an “autho-
rized vendor,” making groups 
like BTB one of the only ways 
prisoners can receive the books 
they want.

Vikki Law, one of the found-
ing members of BTB-NYC, 
stresses that it’s not just a chari-
table organization. It wasn’t 
started as an effort to “send 
books to those poor people in 
prison.” The motivations were 
more political than humanitar-
ian: The group uses the book-
distribution service as a plat-
form to engage in debate about 
issues of imprisonment in gen-
eral, as well as to provide books 
that prison libraries themselves 
are unwilling to buy.

Law’s personal motivations 
for working with BTB reach as 
far back as high school. “When 
I was in high school, a lot of 
my friends ended up going 

to prison,” she says. “There, 
they figured out they liked to 
read.” She recalls visiting these 
friends in prison, where she 
saw that people who would 
have never thought of going to 
college were working toward 
getting their GEDs in prison. 

But the organization has run 
into its share of challenges. 
Sending books to prisoners 
involves navigating an ob-
stacle course set up by literary 
review committees of prison 
systems, and books get reject-
ed for reasons ranging from 
content to format. A prison in 
Texas recently rejected books 
based on “homosexual con-
tent,” says Ross. 

The requests from prisoners 
vary, from dictionaries to Af-
rican-American history books 
to guides on how to draw. 
Melissa Morrone, a librarian 
and member of the group for 

years, says they put some of 
the unusual requests on the 
wall. “You can get a whole list 
of serious things, then ‘How 
to Make Love to a Woman’ at 
the end,” she laughs.

But they keep some of the 
most poignant letters in a bind-
er, which they display at events 
for people to flip through. 
Now overflowing with draw-
ings and letters from prisoners 
across the country, the binder 
contains everything from a 
letter from an aspiring pastry 
chef and candy maker to a 
note from a prisoner on death 
row expressing his thanks to 
the BTB members.

Below one of the drawings 
sent in by a prisoner are the 
words, “Escape into a world 
of fantasy. Reading can set the 
mind free.”
BY MARIE-HELENE ROUSSEAU

books 
through bars

BTB sends books that the 
prisons would never order 
themselves.
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Clad in (mostly) 
matching green uni-
forms, a group of about 
20 musicians parades up 
the street, horns blaring, 
flutes piping and drums 
pounding. It doesn’t 
matter that most of the 
players haven’t looked 
at the instrument in 
their hand since high 
school — that’s not what 
they’re all about. They 
even advertise on their 
website that if you want 
to join, they “do not dis-
criminate on the basis of 
musical ability.” 

This cluster of New 
York-based musicians 
and dancers, which 
calls itself the Rude 
Mechanical Orchestra, 
spend their weekends 

and evenings fight-
ing for social justice 
and equality, picketing 
against unjust work 
conditions and working 
for immigration reform 
and several anti-war ef-
forts by playing music 
at hundreds of events 
since their inception 
four years ago. 

“RMO is a strong 
voice for women, for 
the queer community, 
for the trans[gender] 
community, for the 
radical community in 
New York City,” ex-
plains Sarah Blust, bass 
drummer and one of 
the orchestra’s founding 
members. “But some-
times the slow march 
of progress can be frus-

trating.” 
The band’s repertoire 

is eclectic to say the 
least, tapping into cul-
tures and styles from all 
around the world. Any 
given event can include 
songs like “Bella Ciao,” 
“El Pueblo Unido” and 
“Eye of the Tiger.” 

The group was found-
ed in the spring of 2004 
to perform at the March 
for Women’s Lives in 

Washington, D.C. and 
ended up playing later 
that summer at protests 
outside the Republican 
National Convention. 
From there, the rest is 
history. This summer 
the orchestra plans to 
take a two-week tour 
to Minneapolis to join 
protests against the Re-
publican National Con-
vention in an environ-
mentally friendly bus 

that runs on waste veg-
etable oil and is being 
worked on by students 
of Brooklyn’s Automo-
tive High School. 

“Join us!” Blust said. 
“Let’s make the revolu-
tion a big dance party 
that jumps over all the 
ignorance and fear and 
barbed wire and se-
curity cameras of the 
world.”
BY MARC BEJA

RUDE NOISE

Whether we know it or not, the aver-
age New Yorker is on camera hundreds 
of times a day. Closed-circuit TV cameras 
are stationed at ATMs and subway sta-
tions, in department stores and public pla-
zas. Though it’s unclear exactly how many 
of these cameras there are in New York 

— they multiply nearly daily and there’s 
no definitive registry — it’s certain that as 
the technology becomes cheaper and the 
threat (real or imagined) becomes stron-
ger, the number of cameras has prolifer-
ated. For example, the number of cameras 
on the Lower East Side more than qua-

drupled between 1998 and 2001, 
according to activist groups. In 
the wake of 9/11, closed-circuit 
TVs, especially, have multiplied: 
Nearly 400 MTA buses are now 
outfitted with cameras, as are 
subways and high-profile build-
ings that house organizations like 
the United Nations. Seeing this as 
an infringement on fundamental 
freedoms — as well as noting the 

potential for misuse, such as racial pro-
filing and voyeurism — a group of activ-
ists has created iSee. The site, released in 
2001, is the brainchild of the Institute for 
Applied Autonomy, a largely anonymous 
activist group that employs technology to 
work for “individual and collective self-
determination,” according to its website. 
The web interface looks like a creepy red, 
black and blue version of Google maps, 
with little squares marking the thousands 
of cameras all over the city. The site also 
allows users to find the “path of least 
surveillance” by entering their origin and 
destination into the program, which then 
spits out a route that encounters as few 
cameras as possible.  
BY ELLEN CUSHING
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The Rude Mechanical 
Orchestra lets loose at their 
CD release party.
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NUMBERS

have you ever attended a community meeting? have you ever started a petition? 

do you own a gun? anyone in your immediate family? 

SURVEY of the NEW

do you feel witnesses have to be visible to the accused, even if it means endangering a life?  would you endanger your life to be a witness in a case for a stranger? 

have you ever tried to sneak anything past bag checkers? 

would you lie in court to protect a friend? maybe?

would you give up your right to freedom of speech for a one-time offer of a monetary sum? for $1,000? 

do you feel that the constitution is comprehensive? do you feel oppressed on a daily basis?

would you ever go to court over $20? $50?

The Bill of Rights is the closest thing we have in this country to an explicit definition of freedom, but in the 200-plus 

years since James Madison introduced those ten amendments to the First United States Congress in 1791, it has largely 

fallen into the recesses of the American mind. Most people know a couple of amendments, but few actually practice them. Who among you 

owns a gun? Has stood on a soapbox in the park? This poll of 100, which was taken from a New York population comprised of at least 75 percent 

NYU students, takes a loose, modern glimpse at the way the Bill of Rights is interpreted and experienced today. The original questions did not 

explicitly state the amendment that inspired them.

32%* 15%

1% 24%

would you let a soldier stay in your home if the troops dropped into your town unannounced? maybe?

35% 18%

51%

20% 15%

22% 30%

4% 4%

26%

88% 2%

51% 17%

*unless stated otherwise, all answers are for ‘yes’ 

1st

2nd

3rd

4th

5th

6th

7th

8th

9th

10th
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a more modern bill of rights

COMPILED BY TJ RICHARDSON

have you ever exercised free speech? Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibit-

ing the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or 

the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the Government for a 

redress of grievances.

A well regulated Militia, being necessary to the security of a free State, the right of 

the People to keep and bear Arms, shall not be infringed.

No Soldier shall, in time of peace be quartered in any house, without the consent of 

the Owner, nor in time of war, but in a manner to be prescribed by law.

The right of the people to be secure in their persons, houses, papers, and effects, 

against unreasonable searches and seizures, shall not be violated, and no Warrants 

shall issue, but upon probable cause, supported by Oath or affirmation, and particu-

larly describing the place to be searched, and the persons or things to be seized.

No person shall be held to answer for any ... crime, unless on ... indictment of a 

Grand Jury ... nor shall any person be subject for the same offence to be twice put in 

jeopardy of life or limb; nor shall be compelled in any criminal case to be a witness 

against himself, nor be deprived of life, liberty, or property, without due process of 

law; nor shall private property be taken for public use, without just compensation.

In all criminal prosecutions, the accused shall enjoy the right to a speedy and public 

trial, by an impartial jury of the State ... and to be informed of the nature and 

cause of the accusation; to be confronted with the witnesses against him; to have 

compulsory process for obtaining witnesses in his favor, and to have the Assistance 

of Counsel for his defense.

In suits at common law, where the value in controversy shall exceed twenty dollars, 

the right of trial by jury shall be preserved, and no fact tried by a jury, shall be 

otherwise re-examined in any court of the United States, than according to the rules 

of the common law.

Excessive bail shall not be required, nor excessive fines imposed, nor cruel and 

unusual punishments inflicted.

The enumeration in the Constitution, of certain rights, shall not be construed to 

deny or disparage others retained by the people.

The powers not delegated to the United States by the Constitution, nor prohibited 

by it to the states, are reserved to the states respectively, or to the people.

for a friend? 

if not, would you withhold incriminating evidence?

for $100,000? 

$500?

23%

36%

71%

45%

5%

on a scale from 1-10 how free do you feel in your everyday life, with 1 being completely oppressed and 10 being completely free ?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
1 10

Age:
17-21: 75%
22-28: 11%
31-40: 4%

75-80: 1%
No Response: 9%

1% 1% 11% 5% 5% 16% 21% 13% 5% 0%



+RZ�GR�\RX�GH¯QH�IUHHGRP"
I define freedom, firstly, by the first 
amendment — speech, freedom to peti-
tion, to assemble, et cetera. And second-
ly, as freedom from from hunger danger 
homlessness and, I think, unemployment 
as well.

,V�LW�IUHHGRP�WR�RU�IUHHGRP�IURP"
It’s both. It’s freedom to do things like 
worship, speak, write and it’s also free-
dom from things like poverty. 

:KDW©V�\RXU�IDYRULWH�SDUW�RI�\RXU�MRE"
Legislation — putting forth legislation 
and debating legislation. I like to stop 
harmful things from being done to my 
constituents and advocate for the things 
they need. 

How does your job impact your personal understanding 
RI�IUHHGRP"
Because of the very diverse district I 
serve, I have very poor constituents. 
People have real needs for things like 
housing. True freedom comes only when 
people are employed, have a roof over 
their head and have food to eat. 

+RZ�VKRXOG�FDQ�FLWL]HQV�DVVHUW�RXU�IUHHGRP"
The number one way: vote on public 
issues. Make your voice heard and really 
get involved.

:KDW�DUH�WKLQJV�ZH�WDNH�IRU�JUDQWHG�LQ�WKH�86"
When we only have 40 percent of the 
population participating in elections, 
people are taking for granted the right 
to control their own government. We 
also take for granted the basic rights 
that are under assault by The Patriot 
Act — I do believe it is an assault on our 
rights. 

:KDW©V�\RXU�IDYRULWH�SL]]D�WRSLQJ"
Anchovies!

First elected to office in 
1978, New York State 
Senator Martin Connor 
has been reelected every 
two years since. He helped 
to establish the New York 
Senate’s Puerto Rican and 
Hispanic Task Force, and 
has served as a member 
on numerous New York 
State committees regard-
ing federal/state regula-
tions, women’s rights 
issues and public man-
agement systems. In his 
many years serving as an 
elected official, Connor 
has argued for tougher 
gun control laws, helped 
to pass hate crime legisla-
tion and worked on the 
Elderly Pharmaceutical 
Drug Program.

a politician and an 
activist on freedom

BY KARLY DOMB SADOF
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STATE SENATOR 
MARTIN CONNOR
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ACTIVIST DANA FARRINGTON
+RZ�GR�\RX�GH¯QH�IUHHGRP"
I think a person’s freedom is measured 
primarily by his or her opportunity. Real 
freedom seems to come from the ability 
to choose the course of one’s life. 

,V�LW�IUHHGRP�¦WR§�RU�IUHHGRP�¦IURP§"
It is important to be free “from” certain 
things like oppression, but it is essen-
tial to have the freedom “to” represent 
yourself and your opinions. I don’t 
believe that I can ever be absolutely 
guaranteed freedom “from” something.

:KDW©V�\RXU�IDYRULWH�SDUW�RI�OLIH�DV�DQ�DFWLYLVW"
Right now I feel that my job is to learn as 
much as I can. I love meeting new people 
and learning from their experiences. 

How does your life as an activist impact your personal 
XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�IUHHGRP"
I have been extremely fortunate to be 
able to experience everything I have so 
far. I personally appreciate my freedom 
most when I can create or participate in 
a space designated for community and 
discussion. I have been lucky enough to 
be able to express myself freely in a way 
many people, unfortunately, cannot. 

+RZ�VKRXOG�FDQ�FLWL]HQV�DVVHUW�WKHLU�IUHHGRP"
Even if certain freedoms are written in 
our constitution, it’s clear that when 
the government acts unchecked, it can 
disregard them. This denial of freedoms 
should push citizens to always educate 
themselves on what their rights are and 
move them to democratically stand up 
for themselves if these rights are cur-
tailed. 

A self-proclaimed activ-
ist, Dana Farrington is an 
NYU sophomore studying 
journalism and metropoli-
tan studies. She has been in-
volved with NYU’s STAND 
chapter (an anti-genocide 
student organization), Just 
Is (a social justice coali-
tion) and Action Courage 
(an emerging organization 
that provides necessary re-
sources for activists). 

:KDW�DUH�WKLQJV�ZH�WDNH�IRU�JUDQWHG�LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV"
First, it depends on who “we” are. Sec-
ondly, those of us who are lucky enough 
to be able to take things for granted 
sometimes forget the violence and pov-
erty that exists within our own country. 
I’m also learning that it can, though not 
always, be a luxury to be an activist. 

'R�\RX�WKLQN�IUHHGRP�LV�VRPHWKLQJ�WKDW�FDQ�EH�HQIRUFHG"
To sustain freedom, we can’t rely on 
outside enforcement. Freedom can only 
really be sustainable if we monitor and 
fight for it ourselves. 

:KDW©V�\RXU�IDYRULWH�SL]]D�WRSSLQJ"
Pizza is not complete without peppero-
ni. And no, I’m not a vegan.
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E
ast Village clothing designer Kate 
Goldwater wears her politics on 
her sleeve, literally. With slogans 
like “Marriage for everybody,” 
“Don’t you wish your girlfriend 
was pro-choice like me” and “I 

am a feminist” adorning her socially 
conscious and environmentally friend-
ly designs, Goldwater readily uses her 
fashions to make a statement. 

“I’ve always loved fashion and ex-
pressing creativity through clothing,” 
she says, “but I couldn’t imagine work-
ing for the fashion industry and using 
sweatshop labor and working for peo-
ple I don’t morally agree with.”  

A year and a half ago, the recent 
Gallatin grad opened her store, 
AuH2O on Seventh Street between 
First and Second avenues. Studying 
art and clothing in social justice while 
an undergrad, she realized she could 
use fashion to make a political state-
ment and affect social change. 

“There’s two ways my clothes make 
a statement: There’s a subversive and 
a very blatant statement,” Goldwa-
ter says. “My clothes are made from 
recycled clothes, so that’s already a 
statement because I’m not contrib-
uting to the culture of mass produc-
tion and waste. Then, on top of that, 
I like to screen things on, like once 

we have a democratic nominee, I’ll 
be screening shirts that say either 
Barack or Hillary.” Made entirely of 
recycled materials — pieces of shirts 
culled from Salvation Army, old ties 
and even Metro cards — Kate prac-
tices the age-old motto of “Waste not, 
want not.” But she works to turn old 
into more that just new; she wants to 
turn it into stylish. However, choosing 
to exist outside of the mass-produced 
mainstream comes at a professional 
price: As the store’s sole employee, 
she works long hours to make her 
clothes as cheap as those that are fac-
tory-produced, and her outside-the-
box ethos have gotten her rejected not 
once, but twice by Project Runway. 
As she explained in an open letter to 
the producers, published on the Huff-
ington Post, “Within two minutes, the 
judges knew I wasn’t what they want-
ed. They frowned when I answered I 
didn’t go to design school, and they 
weren’t pleased that I was only 22 
and had no industry experience. And 
most importantly, they were not hip 
to the eco-fashion, socially-conscious 
concept.” 

Goldwaters’s first creations, howev-
er, weren’t quite so eco-chic: She took 
her first stab at designing as a 12-year-
old when she found an old tent in her 

basement. After getting permission 
to deconstruct it, she turned it into a 
heavily stapled and duct taped pair of 
pants. After that, she was hooked on 
sewing, a habit that has evolved into 
a successful boutique peddling one-of-
a-kind wears. 

But while Goldwater’s passion for 
fashion has spawned a thriving busi-
ness, multiple fashion shows and a 
popular website, politics are still the 
driving force behind her operation.  
Even the name of the store is politi-
cal; AuH2O, the periodic symbols for 
gold and water, was a gimmick used 
in Barry Goldwater’s political cam-
paign against Lyndon B. Johnson. 
Avid Democrats, the family used to 
sport buttons that said, “Goldwaters 
for Johnson.”  

So what’s next for this activist-
turned-fashion designer? Eventually, 
an entire socially-conscious, environ-
mentally friendly network of bou-
tiques. “Right now I’m trying to es-
tablish myself in the East Village and 
online,” Goldwater says, “but eventu-
ally I want to have a store that’s con-
nected to a thrift store and stores in all 
of America’s liberal cities. But I’ll al-
ways keep things affordable, and my 
employees will always be designers, 
not sweatshop workers.”          

change
BY KRISTEN V. BROWN
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A model wears  an Auh20 
design at the Red Velvet 
Lounge in Brooklyn.
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footprints of freedom
A PHOTOGRAPHIC TOUR OF MANHATTAN 

LANDMARKS WHERE FREEDOM HAS BEEN ASSERTED, 
QUESTIONED AND EXAMINED.

BY KARLY DOMB SADOF



HAMILTON HALL
During the April 1968 Columbia 
protests, students barricaded 
themselves in Hamilton Hall to 
protest plans for a segregated 
gymnasium. Later, the 60 black 
students involved in the protest 
forced the white students to 
leave. 
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STONEWALL INN Though police 
raids on gay bars were common 
in 1960s New York, when police 
raided The Stonewall Inn on 
June 28, 1969, the fed-up pa-
trons fought back. The Stonewall 
Riots are often regarded as the 
birth of the modern gay right’s 
movement. The windows of the 
Stonewall Inn, which is still a fa-
vorite local watering hole, com-
memorate the 1968 riots.

BROWN BUILDING NYU’s cur-
rent Brown Building, which 
houses the school’s biology and 
chemistry departments, is the 
site of the March 1911 Triangle 
Shirtwaist Factory Fire. The fire 
helped the growth of the Interna-
tional Ladies Garment Workers 
Union, which fought for better 
working conditions in the 1920s 
and 1930s. Until Sept. 11, 2001 
it was worst workplace disaster 
in New York City.

TRINITY CHURCH Located at 
the intersection of Broadway 
and Wall streets, Trinity Church 
was burned and rebuilt during 
the Revolutionary War. In the 
church’s surrounding graveyard, 
many revolutionaries, including 
Alexander Hamilton, are buried. 
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FORT WASHINGTON The highest 
point in Manhattan, Fort Wash-
ington became the American 
Revolution’s most tragic battle site 
when British forces attacked an 
American stronghold of only 2,800 
— leaving 53 dead, 96 wounded 
and 2,722 captured.

AUDOBON BALLROOM Though today the 
Audubon Ballroom bears little resem-
blance to the original site other than its 
elaborate façade — the main storefront 
is now a Dallas BBQ — it’s the same lo-
cale where Malcolm X was shot to death 
in 1965. 
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UNITED NATIONS Technically 
not in New York City, the United 
Nations rests on international 
territory. The international or-
ganization’s mission is to stop 
conflicts between nations and 
provide a forum for discussion 
regarding international law, in-
ternational security, economic 
development, social progress 
and human rights issues.

FUTURE FREEDOM TOWER SITE 
The Freedom Tower, set to be built 
by 2011, will stand on the site of 
the former World Trade Center 
Towers as a memorial. Standing 
at 1, 362 feet, the Freedom Tower 
will become one of the tallest 
buildings in the world.
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‘f’ is for
freegan

BY NATALIE ZUTTER
PHOTOS BY KARLY DOMB SADOF

Freegans dig through garbage on a trash 
tour in search of food.



THE BAGELS CERTAINLY SMELL 
fresh. As the scent of onion and garlic 
wafts through the early-April evening air, 
they even smell straight-from-the-toaster 
warm. It’s hard to believe that they’re 
coming out of a trash bag outside of a 
midtown Dunkin’ Donuts, one of several 
stops on tonight’s freegan trash tour.

Adam Weissman, a freegan helping to 
lead the tour, smiles and shakes his head 
slightly. “People don’t believe us when 
we talk about good-smelling garbage. It’s 
actually very common.”

Over the course of two hours, the group 
visits at least six grocery stores, markets 
and coffee shops. The amount of time 
spent at each spot varies, as they sift 
through the bags that the owners have 
dropped outside for pick up. But they 
don’t just dig through the “trash” like 
animals. There is a science to their move-
ments. They open the bags at the top and 
re-tie them when they’re done.

“It’ll be better than when we found it,” 
Janet Kalish, the leader of tonight’s tour, 
says. “And easier to carry.”

‘FREE’ + ‘VEGAN’ = FREEGAN
Freegans — members of a movement 

that developed in the mid-1990s — choose 
not to pay for food, hous-
ing or other amenities and 
materials. Instead, they 
develop creative ways to 
obtain these necessities, 
including “dumpster div-
ing,” squatting and the 
establishment of com-
munal workshops. Many 
also advocate for animal 
rights and fair trade. 

“We’re basically trying to 
create a community out-
side of capitalism,” Leia 
MonDragon, 23, says. 

No student completes 
grade school science with-
out learning the Darwin-
ian adage of “survival 
of the fittest,” but this, 
too, is challenged by the 
freegans. Instead, Leia 
says, the basis of the 
freegan ideal finds its in-
spiration in Peter Kropot-

kin’s 1902 essay “Mutual Aid Amongst 
Animals.” 

Freegans believe that Darwin was not 
actually promoting human-versus-human 
struggle, with the strongest or smartest 
reigning victorious. “If you look at na-
ture, ‘the survival of the fittest’ really 
means [that] animals that help each other 
out, pool resources and take care of each 
other end up having more offspring and 
healthier communities.”

THE FREEGAN LIFE
Part of what makes this particular com-

munity “healthier” is the fact that it is 
self-supporting. One of the major proj-
ects of the New York freegans is their 
bike workshop, which benefits the com-
munity in two important ways: First, 
it disseminates repair skills among its 
members, and second, it teaches reuse 
through the collection of discarded bike 
parts. 

“People without money lose out on the 
ability to learn some basic skills we need 
to survive in life,” Leia says. 

At the bike workshop, people have 
built entire bikes from found parts. And 
of course, the finished product is shared 
among the group, as freegans rely heavily 

on free transportation.
Living spaces are also shared. Fervent 

defenders of rent-free living, freegans 
work together to find land. Some act as 
squatters, seeking out opportunities to 
retake land for the group, while others 
renovate run-down lots, transforming 
them into community centers.

“To me, rent is one of the most insidi-
ous evils in the world,” Leia says. “An 
unquestioned, unthought-of form of op-
pression. No other animal pays rent. No 
other animal worries about where its 
home is going to be. The idea of an ani-
mal being homeless is an absurd idea.” 

Freegans’ attitude toward empty lots is 
similar to what motivates their weekly 
trash tours: Why, they ask, should perfect-
ly good food be tossed into landfills when 
it could be filling starving stomachs?

As some of the guides explain on the 
weekly tours, food production is not set 
according to need but is instead skewed 
by subsidies. According to studies con-
ducted by the University of Arizona’s 
Garbage Project, 40 to 50 percent of 
food is wasted.

At one of the tour’s stops the group ar-
ranges all of the food on top of a box, 
and one member gives a speech empha-

sizing these, and other, 
points. It is at this point 
that the tour gets its big-
gest amount of observers, 
as people see the gathering 
and wonder what’s going 
on — not to mention the 
impressive display of ap-
petizing food.

“A lot of people, mostly 
native New Yorkers, find 
[the trash tours] amusing, 
or pathetic, or creepy,” 
Janet says. “I think the 
people who immigrate are 
more interested and more 
open. If we offer some 
people food, they’ll take 
it. And others, we don’t 
even bother. There are cer-
tain people you can tell by 
their expressions they’re 
above it or they don’t re-
late to subsisting on things 
that were thrown out.”
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“IT’S NOT JUST ABOUT FINDING FOOD”
“Freeganism is more of a tactic than a 
strategy,” Leia says. “We want to live in 
a communal society. We try to share re-
sources.”

 “It’s not just about finding food. It’s 
really about trying to consume in a sus-
tainable way. A lot of times people treat 
themselves and say, ‘Well, I deserve it.’ 
Not that there’s anything wrong with 
once in a while treating yourself,” Janet 
adds. “But ... there has to be more of a 
sense of [planetary] community.”

Becoming a freegan wasn’t a drastic life-
style shift for either Janet or Leia; both, 
before learning of the movement, led lives 
focused on conservation and anti-exploi-
tation. Leia stresses how natural it was to 
adopt the freegan lifestyle. “On [people’s] 
fences you find bags of clothes. As long as 
you keep an eye out for things like that, 
it’s everywhere.”

Janet relates similar stories, such as when 
she discovered a gift card in a Victoria’s 

Secret bag out of which she 
was offering a woman fruit 
or when she found $40 sitting 
at the top of the stairs in the 
subway. Janet says, somewhat 
unenthused, that she had never 
considered “the potential to be 
making money off this thing.” 
Needless to say, Janet didn’t 
spend the $40.

For Janet, the freegan life-
style has been both an affirm-

ing and a teaching experience. “It helps 
me feel a little more that my actions make 
a little bit more of an impact,” she says. 
“I never imagined that I could live with-
out buying food, but that’s just one more 
thing that I can do ... It sort of provokes 
creativity. Instead of this society of instant 
gratification, I think [that this is] a more 
realistic way of living.”

But freeganism is not about a passive 
lifestyle. The movement is defined by so-
cial action, motivated by firm opposition 
to a consumer-driven economy. “We’re all 
very angry at capitalism,” Leia says. She 
relates how “people talk about ‘smashing 
the state,’ ” but that freeganism has af-
forded her a new outlook on the matter.

Crediting fellow freegan Wendy Scher 
with this philosophy, Leia explains, “You 
can talk about smashing the state, but as 
long as you talk in the negative, people 
can’t envision the alternative. So long as 
you’re not giving people an alternative to 
act out, people are going to keep living in 
the capitalist system ... People need some-
thing to engage in.”

That something is the identity, outside of 
the realm of capitalism, that the freegans 
have forged for themselves. 

The irony, of course, is that freeganism, 
which is so vehemently opposed to capi-
talism, is entirely predicated on it. After 
all, there would be no restaurant scraps to 
dig through if there were no restaurants. 

Still, though, the freegans seem to see 
themselves as teaching others that there 
is something beyond capitalism, rather 
than dismantling the entire system. Janet, 
for one, hopes too that people will think 
more critically about materialism. “It 
seems that our society is being convinced 
that buying is patriotic,” she says, cit-
ing constant talk of the failing economy. 
“We’re being reminded [in even the local 
news] that if we’re not buying, something 
is going wrong. [Buying] has become nor-
mal and healthy.

“If we try to return to a simpler men-
tality, more connected to the land, there 
would be more art, entertainment ... Peo-
ple could devote more time to enjoyment 
of the earth and not the search for bigger, 
better toys.” 

Ultimately she sees her lifestyle as in-
timately tied with larger questions of 
autonomy and views freeganism as, es-
sentially, freedom. “Your freedom ends 
where it encroaches on a mass amount 
of people and beings,” she says. “Al-
most anything you can buy is connected 
to some form of exploitation ... I think 
that being responsible in an ethical way 
and choosing to be a freegan actually af-
forded me that freedom.”          

Finding on a recent Freegan trash tour.
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f
rom 8 p.m. to 8 a.m. every day of the 
year, homeless queer youth in Manhat-
tan can find refuge.

Located in a basement behind a metal 
security gate on the industrial west side 
of Manhattan, Sylvia’s Place is easily 
distinguished from its neighbors; it’s the 
building adorned with faded rainbows 
and chipping paint, an explosion of color 
in an otherwise monochromatic area. 

Sylvia’s is just one of the 25 gay-spe-
cific homeless shelters built within the 
last five years in the United States. They 
come in all shapes and sizes, from a ten-
bed emergency shelter in east Detroit to 
a one-room intermediate home on St. 
Marks Place. 

But even these new shelters are not 
enough to meet a rising demand. Home-
lessness among LGBT youth has become 
an epidemic, accounting for roughly 42 
percent of the 1.6 million homeless youth 
nationwide. 

Generally modest in size and funding, 
these “makeshift shelters” serve one 
purpose: to accommodate clients for the 
night, even if they have to sleep beside an 
industrial oven. Though their numbers 
are growing, the shelters themselves are 
usually overcrowded. 

“[Other shelters] have a waitlist of three 
to six months. Where can these kids go 
when they have nowhere else to turn?” 
asks Lucky Michaels, shelter administra-
tor at Sylvia’s Place.

During the day, Sylvia’s Place serves as 
a food pantry, a branch of the Metropol-
itan Community Church. But on Satur-
day night, the basement pantry becomes 
a haven for homeless gay teenagers.

“As the weather gets colder, we get like 
two or three new people a night,” says 
Dedre Brown, a 29-year-old volunteer 
from Brooklyn. “At one point last win-
ter, there were 42 people in here.”

Despite the cramped quarters, Sylvia’s 
truly provides a warm refuge. Beyond the 
entrance, a protective meshed metal cage, 
the shelter is crowded and active. Gur-
gling pipes hang from the ceiling, pans 
sizzle on the industrial stove and shouts 
can be heard from across the room. To 
the left, a sizable kitchen area boasts two  
ovens, a metal table and a pantry stocked 
with all the essentials: bread, tuna salad, 
peanut butter and oil. 

Past the kitchen, a small bathroom is 
adorned with signs warning clientele 
to keep their clothes on hangers after 
they’ve been washed. In the back of the 
shelter, two staff members work behind 
a makeshift desk. Among them is Daniel 
“Scout” Rose, a 27-year-old gay man.

“I’m queer, but I don’t identify by my 
sexuality,” he explains.

As a volunteer, Scout works as an over-
night counselor to Sylvia’s young pa-
trons and assigns household duties to the 
teens.

“We’re a food pantry during the day, so 
the space has to be clean, or the depart-
ment of health will shut us down,” he 
says. But tonight, it seems Scout will be 
more of a spectator than a counselor.  

l
ights out is kind of loose on Saturday 
nights,” he says. 

Dedre Brown, Scout’s coworker, 
relates well to the shelter’s young cli-

ents. Her camaraderie with the teenagers 
comes, in part, from her own experi-
ences.

“She was a homeless homo!” one teen-
ager yells, while another adds, “You was 
a double H?”

Like Scout, Brown is an overnight coun-
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Sylvia’s Place on 
Manhattan’s industrial 
west side, provides 
refuge for gay-home-
less youth and is a 
food pantry during the 
day.

selor. She’s worked at the shelter for a 
year and also worked for five years at 
Neutral Zone, a center for LGBT youth 
just three blocks away. It was there that 
she met the shelter’s director, Kate Barn-
hart, and offered to volunteer her nights 
at Sylvia’s Place. 

“There is no typical night here,” Brown 
says. “My job ranges from breaking up 
fights to stopping people trying to com-
mit suicide in the bathroom.”

As she talks, Brown rummages through 
the bags at her feet, full of donations 
from well-wishers. 

“People find out about us and give us 
the most random stuff,” she says, trying 
on a pair of dangling, bright orange plas-
tic earrings, much to the consternation of 
the fashion savvy clientele.

“You’re about to look like you’re step-
ping out of a damn Prince video!” one 
teenager says. 

While some gifts prove less useful than 
others, the counselors say that dona-
tions are always welcome, especially in 
the form of socks, towels and toiletries, 
which are the shelter’s most valued items. 
Additional bedding is also appreciated: 
The 15 sleeping bags stowed away dur-
ing the day become a scarce commodity 
at night.

Along with Michaels, Barnhart has 
spent years looking for new ways to 
accommodate the steadily rising num-
bers of homeless LGBT teens. In 2005, 
Sylvia’s East was established, an inter-
mediate shelter in the East Village that 
accepts clients for extended stays rather 
than a night-by-night basis. In January 
of 2008, Michaels opened the Marsha 

P. Johnson Center, the nation’s first 24-
hour emergency drop-in center for LGBT 
youth. Located in Harlem, the center is 
over 5,000 square feet and boasts a fully 
stocked kitchen, as well as a pool table, 
computers and a living area. But while 
accommodating, the center is non-resi-
dential, forcing its clients back onto the 
streets when night falls.

On one particular Saturday night, there 
are perhaps twenty people at Sylvia’s Place, 
some spooning tuna salad from an over-
sized tub at the kitchen area, others taking 
a cigarette break outside and one transsex-
ual in a hot pink bra and green facial mask 
singing the latest Alicia Keys single. 

Mavinga King, a 19-year-old black bi-
sexual from Queens, is with the smok-
ers outside. Pulling on a cigarette at the 
entrance of Sylvia’s Place, King wears a 
heavy, stylish coat and brand new Nike 
sneakers to protect him from the cold. 

“My father wanted me out of the house 
the day I turned 18,” said King, who’s 
been homeless for over two years. “I left 
a few months earlier because I didn’t 
want to give him the satisfaction of kick-
ing me out.”

For King, Sylvia’s Place has provided 
a level of support once missing from his 
life. For one thing, the location is con-
venient; the gas station where he works 
during the day is clearly visible from the 
outside of the shelter. Also, the gay-only 
mandate of Sylvia’s Place creates an en-
vironment of acceptance — celebration, 
even — of his sexuality. 

“I’m bisexual, but I’m more interested 
in transsexual men,” said King. “I have 
a girlfriend, though. She’s a real girl,” he 
adds.

This is not King’s first encounter with 
the Sylvia shelters. Last year, he was per-
manently kicked out of Sylvia’s East for 
his belligerent attitude. But today, King is 
smiling: He has a cigarette in one hand, 
a pair of black-market Nike sneakers in 
the other and a roof over his head. For 
now, at least, all is well.

And for the future? Last month, King 
passed the high school equivalency exam, 
the first step in furthering his education. 

“I did cheat though,” he admitted. “I 
ran into the bathroom, I looked up the 
word ambition because I didn’t know 
what it meant.”

His unfamiliarity with the word seems 
ironic for the purpose-driven teenager.

“I want to do everything before I’m 
50,” said King. “I want to produce mov-
ies, make music, create software … I 
have dreams.”

Yet for many at the shelter, it is diffi-
cult to overcome the stereotypes of being 
a homeless teenager. Just ask Zahra De-
souza, a 22-year-old lesbian with college 
aspirations.

“Yes, we all have cell phones, jobs, too, 
even though we live in a shelter,” said 
Desouza, who works the night shift as a 
security officer for a church on Broome 
Street.

“I’m not willing to live in a room for the 
rest of my life,” she said.                    
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Chris Alden can often be found playing his 
accordion around Washington Square Park.
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When I write music, I am a thief.
As I organize the sounds of the world 

around me — whether it is the vibra-
tion of a cello string, the murmur of a 
crowded room or a digital sample of 
an old Sidney Bechet recording — ever 
more I am forced to steal. 

But I’m not alone in my thievery. Plun-
derphonics is a musical aesthetic that as-
sumes all sound to be free game for mu-
sical expression, whether an artist has 
legal rights to it or not. And it’s becom-
ing increasingly popular, with examples 
ranging from hip-hop DJ Dangermouse’s 
Grey Album to experimental composer 
John Cage’s Rozart Mix or even my own 
electro-acoustic compositions. Plunder-
phonics is a logical extension of our 
most natural creative instincts. Music 
has always been the directed organiza-
tion of our acoustic environment, taking 
the sound we hear around us and shap-
ing it into an aesthetic object. The re-
sources we use for music-making reflect 
the technological as well as cultural de-
velopment of the time and place where 
that music is made. The bone flutes and 
animal skin percussion of prehistory 
were manifestations of our closeness to 
nature, while the mass-produced alloy-
based instruments of wind bands that 
began to develop in the late 19th cen-
tury reflected our almost myopic pride 
in industrial progress. Today’s most 
prevalent musical instruments — our iP-
ods, stereos, laptops and loudspeakers 
— are no different from those of pre-
vious generations in material function, 
making sound travel through changes in 
air pressure or in cultural significance. 

A problem arises though, 
as our legal system creates 
an artificial distinction 
between recorded sound 
and sound that is purely 
acoustic, in which record 
companies have control 
not only over all of the 
songs in their catalogue 
but over all of the sounds 
as well. This failure to rec-
ognize the distinction between a crafted 
musical composition and the raw sonic 
material that makes it up is equivalent to 
the conflation of the sound of a violin with 
Bach’s violin sonatas. Under these condi-
tions, musicians in the digital age are being 
blocked from all of the culturally signifi-
cant musical material of their time. In-
stead, the law leaves them to create music 
that is either stagnant or unrelateable.

As record company lawyers and fed-
eral judges continually carve away at 
artist and consumer access to that world 
of sound, musicians are fighting back. 
Groups like Radiohead and Nine Inch 
Nails have released their recording stems 
over the internet to allow fans and other 
musicians to remix and remake music 
with their sonic material. Unfortunately, 
this type of declaration for the freedom 
of sound is the exception rather than the 
rule, with record companies and their 
tech distributors creating better encryp-
tion and rights-tracing techniques. In ad-
dition, lawyers for the Recording Indus-
try Association of America are pursuing 
more lawsuits with higher stakes.

Chained by a legal limit to creativity, I 
write music as a thief.

The freedom of musicians and artists 
is not the only liberty being threatened. 
As software companies lay claim to the 
basic building blocks that allow our 
digital world to function and multina-
tional biotech firms patent the genetic 
sequences that define our very biologi-
cal autonomy, our fundamental rights to 
cultural and biological evolution are in 
serious danger. I do value the fundamen-
tal principle of intellectual and creative 
ownership as an incentive for innova-
tion and as a legitimate means of income 
for artists and inventors. However, if we 
find ourselves at a point where corpo-
rate claims to intellectual and creative 
property continue to go unchecked, then 
the supposed rights of corporations to 
this property will put the very material 
of innovation off limits and our freedom 
to create and advance will disappear. As 
artists, consumers and above all citi-
zens, we should all be wary of a world 
where the words “NO TRESPASSING” 
are written largely at the boundaries of 
creativity and innovation.           

Chris Alden is a Steinhardt senior in the 
music composition program. Listen to his 
music at www.greenmyeyesmusic.com.
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last look
KILMAINHAM GAOL PRISON
A view from the outside looking into a 
cell at Kilmainham Gaol prison, Dublin, 
Ireland. Now a museum, Kilmainham 
Gaol was the site of imprisonment and 
execution for many leaders of the Irish 
rebellion, including the 1916 Easter Rising. 
— photo by kristen v. brown
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