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A LIFE WORTH
MENTIONING...
Interviews and Portraits of Homeless People by Edie Cohn

Maybe someone will know

that I was a human being,

that I did have a heart that

pumped, that I did breathe

air. Even though they may

have rolled by me on the

streets and said, “Roll this

window up! We don’t want

to be around her, she’s low

life!” Someone could read

my story and say, “This

person actually lived a life.”

Sharyn Jordan-Holland, 2001



I started this project in 1991. I was an artist looking for a cause that would help
others as well as my career. For three years, one day a week, I drove downtown to the
Durham Community Shelter for H.O.P.E., determined to render portraits of residents
that captured not only their images, but their spirits as well. At the end of each
session, I paid the resident five dollars. I kept the original drawings and gave each
person a print of his or her finished portrait. Eventually I expanded the project to
include families at Genesis Home, a transitional housing facility in Durham. Most of
the people I drew were single African Americans, making the project a general
reflection of Durham’s homeless population. (For the record, the majority of
homeless people in the United States are white.)

Early in the project, I consented to draw a young man who kept asking me, in
whispered tones, to draw him. He said he had AIDS and wanted the portrait for his
mother. I didn’t know whether or not to believe him: everybody at the shelter
wanted a drawing and everybody had stories. But he was persistent. As I drew him
he told me he had tried to kill himself over the weekend.

Until that point I hadn’t asked questions of the people I was sketching. I just
wanted to draw them for an exhibit; their lives were their own business. But if
someone tells you he tried to commit suicide recently, you have to respond. So as I
scrutinized this man’s face for shadows and highlights, I began to ask him
questions about his life.

This man did send his picture home to his mom. I began to think about what it
would be like to be dying and unable to go home to one’s family. I wondered if my
own son and I would ever be in this situation. I started to wonder about other
stories, whispered or left untold. I decided to expand the scope of the project so
that others could hear the voices of the people I was drawing. I bought the best
tape recorder I could afford and began taping stories as I drew. I also discovered
my own voice through writing as I tried to make sense of the turmoil the project
had unleashed in me.

Edie Cohn



What do I think of homelessness?
Well, you see, it’s like this right here.
For years and years and years, people
been homeless. People always been
doing good, all right, and bad. But
they just come up with this thing
called “the homeless.”

See now, me, myself, I believe
there ain’t no such thing as no
“homeless.” That’s how I feel about it. I
hear the word and I be seeing things,
see what I’m saying? Ain’t no such
thing as homeless. But they done put a
label on people. Say, “Hey, you the
homeless.” So now they treating you
this way, they treating you that way.
But before they came up with that, it
was the same thing, and they didn’t
call it nothing. Just people who had
and people who didn’t.

Being called homeless, it’s worse
than being poor. I’d rather for a person to put the “poor” label on me than the
“homeless” label. I’m poor anyways. I would rather be left like that than
somebody say, “Hey, you’re homeless.” That’s how people be judged. That’s how
people be looking at that. They say, “He’s homeless, he ain’t nothing!”

William McKiever, 1993  (b.1947–d.1994)

Before my mom died, I could see the aging in her face. And I often said to
myself, how much of that did I cause her to have to come through? The pain in

her face and how gray she had
gotten. It seems like overnight
to me, because during my time
of being in the streets and
doing my thing, I never
stopped once to really, really
look at her! You know, just see
how she was changing. I never
looked ‘til I got clean.

The blessing is that when
she died, I was clean. They
didn’t have to find me. I wasn’t
living from pillar to post or
they had to ask this person or
that person if they’d seen me. I
was there. And I got to make
my amends to her.

Reneé Baker, 2001
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