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“That’s one reason Delancey takes only the worst
of the worst,” Costa adds. “The worst ones have a rea-
son to succeed there. People with an option — some-
one there just for drug use, say, or someone who has a
family to fall back on — they won’t stay. They can’t put
up with it because it’s too stringent, so they come out
and start using again, restart their lives as petty crimi-
nals. I mean, at Delancey Street, you're talking about
people who've been using for 20, 30 years. They're
coming out of the drug culture, and it’s like, culture
shock. Delancey Street — it’s like trying to teach a kid
how to make it in society, how to balance a checkbook,
how to get up at seven in the morning, how to have a
job. They just don’t have a clue. They don’t know
about middle-class lives and middle-class values. For
some of them, Delancey Street’s methods are just too
massive. They aren’t given any leeway for their usual
b.s. excuses, manipulation. Without the drastic change
that Delancey Street puts them through, the people
there probably would not change. But they won't
change back out on the street either. That harshness
unfortunately leads to a lot of quick failures.”

Stll, the success of those who do stay with the De-
lancey Street program raises questions about softer,
more traditional methods of criminal rehabilitation.

As Terry Watkins, a Solano County probation offi-
cer who has worked with Delancey Street for more
than 20 years, says: “What’s wrong with washing all the
s - - - out of your brain? Delancey Street just doesn’t
feel sorry for anyone.”

The system imposes whatamounts to 24-hour sur-
veillance on new arrivals. If you don’t reportinfractions
by others, you are considered just as culpable as they —
they’re “holding your contract.” There’ little time for
relaxation or physical recreation and outside contact
with old friends, community, and family is deeply dis-
couraged. You cannot go home without a Delancey
Street buddy. Harsh though it may sound, however,
Delancey Street is simply not about punishment.

“We say, ‘Just fixit,” 7 Silbert says. “Know you did it.
Feel bad. And move on. Do the behavior and eventual-
ly the feeling will come; you don’t have to mean it.
These people are moral blank slates. They learn by
repetition.”

The place is unrelentingly nice-looking; almost
every Delancey Street new arrival has no idea that this
is actually Delancey Street; they think it’s some kind of
high-class business office in an apartment building.
There is no spot in the block-long, three-cornered
complex reserved for punishmentexcept the dishwash-
ing area of the kitchen. A haircut from other residents
and Silbert herself, plus a stint in dishwashing is usual-
ly the extent of discipline for unruly residents. (Other
drug and criminal rehabilitation facilities may disci-
pline through group embarrassment, humiliation or
ostracism — “Can you imagine?” Silbert asks — or
with demerits, or taking away privileges.)

There are three rules at Delancey Street (“Really,

we have millions of rules,” says Silbert, “but only three
are inviolable.”): No drugs. No violence. No threats of
violence. A single infraction of one of these three, and
you're out.’
very day, Silbert spends time with file folders
full of notes and letters from residents. These
communications are full of requests for favors,
as well as thanks, suggestions, complaints and
tattle-telling. She receives frequent notes from
one grateful resident who, in his latest letter, wrote: “I
not hansome.My mother never hug me never say any-
thing to me. You like a concern mother ...”

All Silbert’s best friends as a child were bad kids,
troublemakers, hard-luck cases. When her family
moved from Matapan, Mass., a small, tight-knit, work-
ing-class, immigrant community, to Brookline,
Boston’s enclave for the financially secure, Silbert
watched as her friends from the old neighborhood fell
apart, failed, and turned out bad, all because of what she
calls “a fast flip of the coin” that landed her up and the
others down.

“My loyalty to those kids is probably the most im-
mediate reason why I became interested in criminolo-
gy,” she says. “In my mind, this or that kid had a better
heart than I did, and the inequity really irked me. I
knew the kids from Matapan that went bad, the ones
who ended up in prison. I knew their little hearts; they
gave you their best little aggie (marble). They got dealt
a bad hand, and it all started rolling in the other direc-
ton.”

Silbert herself was raised in a warm featherbed of
love and attention, an only child who adored both her
parents, especially her late father, whom she still calls,
in a coquettish little girl voice, “My Daddy.” Her par-
ents, Herbie and Dena Halper, were Eastern European
immigrants. Herbie Halper ran a corner pharmacy in
Matapan when Mimi was little, expanding the business
there before moving the family to Brookline. Every
step of the way, Herbie, Dena,and Mimi, too, were
goaded and urged on and pestered and pushed by their
big, loquacious, argumentative, extended family.

“It was a classic American immigrant experience,”
she says now. “Sometimes I hated it — the interfer-
ence, annoyance, nosiness. Now [ love it. I thinkit’ the
only way to grow up. It’s the model for Delancey
Street. I wasa quote, ‘good girl,’ ” Silbert says. “I jerked
soda in my Daddy’s store. I was a cheerleader. When |
got voted the nicest girl in my high-school class, I
thought, ‘Horrible, I must not have any character.” Af-
ter that, I went out and got some bad kids to teach me
to curse.”

They did a good job. At 53, though, Silbert still
has the bounce and verve and sparky disposition of that
nicest girl. She considers her Tinkerbelle size a securi-
ty asset in dealing with large mean men and tough
mean women, but her personality can be on the grand
side, with a tendency never to shut up or to be at a loss
for an opinion on any subject.

Although in some ways Silbert is a product of the
politics of the 1960s, she has none of that decade’s style
or pretensions or affectations — that you have to be
bad, alienated, down, mean, and cynical to be intelli-
gent, worthy, respected. She’s still a cheerleader at
heart, and it’s hard not to want to toss a pinch of salt on
her incurable optimism. When you quote Mencken to
Silbert about no one ever losing money underestimat-
ing the intelligence of the American people, she has a
ready response, in her strong Boston accent: “No one
ever lost any money overestimating them eithah. I try
to overestimate everyone. People say ‘You're so naive.’
I say "Abso-f - - - - -’-lutely.’ Tam naive by choice.”

“Cool is something I never was,” Silbert says
proudly. “At Delancey Street, I've learned to loathe
coolness, because it’s all about image and falseness. It’s
something that gives you the distance to be mean and
tough, to swagger, to lie to yourself, and never change.
I prefer hugging and seeming ridiculous ... and I think
that’s a better strategy for rehabilitation, too.”

She’s annoyingly, relentlessly friendly. (“Mimi was
nice to dorks,” says Susan Margolis, a writer, editor and
multimedia consultant, and a friend of Silbert’s since
their days at Berkeley.) Even when she’s being exces-
sively nice and asking overly personal questions, she’s
still incorrigibly likeable.

From behind, she puts her arms around Conrad, a
greatsolid ex-con, formerly armed and dangerous, for-
merly on Death Row, chattering affectionately at him
in her baby-girl voice. Rather than batting her away
with a brutish arm, or closing his eyes and wincing and
barely putting up with it, he just smiles tolerantly.

Forall her naivete, Silbertis not without real-world
credentials. After she graduated from U. Mass, she was
one of six students (the other five were “existential
bearded men,” Silbert says) chosen by Jean-Paul Sartre
to read philosophy with him in Paris. She sat in clouds
of tobacco smoke at Deux Magots and the Cafe Flore
and talked to the bespectacled, wall-eyed master. (Nice
to dorks ... Of course, being basically a Gidget sorori-
ty girl, she didn’t smoke, or drink coffee, and she had a
huge pony tail ... butstll.)

After leaving the expatriate scene, she got doctor-
ates in criminology and psychology from Berkeley. She
did the 1950s girl thing, marrying a decent, upstanding
San Francisco lawyer, but three years later — with her
two-year-old twin boys in tow — she divorced him to
live in sin with ex-convict, 8th-grade dropout and for-
mer drug addict John Maher, with whom she founded
Delancey Street and with whom she remained, more
or less, until his death in 1988.

“You know, her father was a big influence on Mimi.
He prided himself on being a good businessman, with
the emphasis on the real meaning of ‘good,”” says
Margolis. “Sartre was another big influence. In his
work, which is so unfashionable now, he took absurdi-
ty and gave life meaning. But she took what he taught
her and made it more real and more specific than he
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could ever have dreamed. She once said to me, ‘Some
people inventa vaccine, but others have to be willing to
go down into the swamp and wrestle with the actual
disease.” ”

The other major influence in Silbert’ life was Ma-
her. A great, brawny man with a gift for verbal acrobat-
ics and jibing, stabbing, turns of phrase, Maher had just
emerged from a life of drug addiction and alcohol
abuse when he began to pursue Silbert. At first, he went
after her for purely professional reasons. He’d heard
about the post-graduate work she was doing at Berke-
ley, where she’d help found and was running a rehab
clinic for criminals in which the main tool for healing
was a kind of mutual dependence among patients. Ma-
her happened to be starting up a similar program for
ex-cons and thought Silbert could help him.

“He wanted me to do the only thing he thought
profes-sionals were worthy of, which was write a grant
proposal for him,” Silbert says. “Of course I refused,
because I don’t believe in grants or taking money, and
we had a fight.”

From then on their future was sealed.

This Beatrice and Benedict battled their way
quickly into a relationship based on mutual admiration
and a kind of twinship. Organically, with little planning
or paperwork, they created their idea of Delancey
Street, constructing and assembling it out of nothing at
all, into an institution of national standing. “We were
together 24-hours a day and we both had extraordinar-
ily strong emotions and opinions,” Silbert says. “We
each thought the other was a genius because we ab-
solutely agreed on everything intuitively.”

To this day, she cannot remember whose idea it was
to call the project Delancey Street. “It could have been
either of us,” she says. “It sounds like him or me. It
sounds like both of us.”

But Maher was from a different background. He
had a streetwise canniness that Silbert lacked. He was
an eighth-grade dropout and she was a double PhD.
He was a former addict and she was the straightest ar-
row that ever set up residence in San Francisco. He was
wary and she rushed headlong into experience. She
naturally trusted everyone, and he naturally trusted no
one but her. He was a great character who loomed over
the project like an outsize hero — “a movement
leader,” Silbert calls him — and she was someone who
liked to deal person-to-person. In any confrontation
with authority, she was the good cop and he was the
bad. The first days of Delancey Street were financed on
the run. The foundation, which started out with about
40 residents, subsisted on Silbert’s salary from teaching
criminology and psychology at San Francisco State
and from various consulting jobs — she trained police
departments; she developed a master plan for correc-
tions for the state of New Mexico; she did the first in-
dependent study of the California prison system for the
state legislature — plus the salaries of two residents
with secretarial and management jobs. Maher’s job was

talking Delancey Street into existence.

“He made it real in the public’s mind,” Silbert says.
When the population expanded to about 80, three
years after the foundation was established, Delancey
Street moved to a new building in San Francisco’s yup-
pie Pacific Heights. Waiting for the town house that
had housed the former Soviet Embassy to become
available, Delancey Street rented a place from the
United Arab Republic, which had been forced to move
out of its premises when the U.S. cut off diplomatic re-
lations. The neighborhood was not particularly wel-
coming to this new community of ex-convicts and for-
mer drug addicts. Worse, the U.S. suddenly did an
about face and re-recognized the U.A.R., so the State
Department tried to get Delancey Street out and the
U.A.R. back in. But they had not reckoned with the Sil-
bert-Maher team, which ran things like a comedy duo
in dead earnest. “When the first phone call came from
the State Department, we took it on extensions and
both intuitively fell into our roles,” Silbert says. “I was
the goody-goody, and John was righteous indignation.
He would say ‘Move! What do you mean, move?’and |
would say, “‘Well, of course we’ll move, but we really
can’t account for what’s going to happen when this
bunch of violent felons is left without a home.” And
then John, on one extension, would say to me on the
other, ‘You gotta think about people like Louis the
Lip,” and I would say, ‘God, I forgot about Louis the
Lip,’ and lapse into a kind of stunned silence. And then
the bureaucrat on the other end would answer with
some tight, scared bureaucratic regulation type answer,
and we’d get off the phone and just roll around and gig-
gleand jumpupand down. . . But the fact was, we were
about to be screwed.”

The stand-off went on for months until the Soviet
Embassy opened up and Delancey Street moved into
the bigger space. Russia, as the new place was called,
was almost immediately full, and then overflowing
(Maher once described himself and Silbert as “den par-
ents to 200 large tattooed people.”)

“They were both so happy, even in some hideous
moments they had with Delancey Street,” Margolis
says. “In fact, they reveled in the hideousness. At the
time, I guess the mid or late ’70s, they seemed enor-
mously powerful. They were big time in San Francis-
co; they were the golden couple. I remember seeing
them at a Teddy Kennedy cocktail party — everyone
wanted to touch them and be near them; Delancey
Street was this audacious, altruistic new project, and
successful, which everyone loves. They were like so-
cialites, both incredibly charming. They were the peo-
ple you wanted to have at your thing, whatever thing
you were having. And John was so funny; Mimi loves
that. He would say about fund-raisers, “If you want to
pick someone’s pocket, you bump into ’em first.”

Mabher liked to say: “When you are an absolute in-
competent, you can either be a bum or a great social

leader; I failed at the bum part.” For Silbert, being with

Maher was like coming home to all the abandoned,
sad-hearted, chipper, wise-cracking boys she had left
behind long ago in Matapan. But Maher was those
sweet boys all grown up, with a grown-up’s bitter expe-
rience and a grown-up’s edge. The full length of his tra-
jectory could not be predicted; he was too volatile.

“John had ghosts, and my mother never had any,”
says Greg Silbert, who is getting his PhD in philoso-
phy at Yale. He and his twin brother, David, were
brought up by Silbert, Maher, and their father, Ken-
neth Silbert, then a labor lawyer who is now an arbitra-
tor (and by a Delancey Street resident and ex-con
named Sonny, who was basically the children’s nanny).

“John made us our breakfast every morning, and
tried to get us to finish our eggs, but he was sometimes
clearly out of his element as a father because he did not
grow up in any normal kind of home,” Greg remem-
bers. “He was extremely intense, and there’s a way in
which people who function with that level of intensity
are amazing and captivating, but sometimes frighten-
ing. As we got older, you could see a frightening side of
him become more dominant. He could be harshly crit-
ical. He hated injustice. Eventually, he began to see in-
justice everywhere, and took it rather personally. He
really wanted to be good and Delancey Streetis a man-
ifestation of that, even though, like everyone at De-
lancey, he had no models of what it is like to be good.
They all are longing for something good and pure, and
my mother was that for them, for him. And then we
were these two blond little innocent twins. He always
spared us his scorn, and my mother, but not the resi-
dents of Delancey. The place takes a lot of selflessness
to run, everyone needs all this commitment and atten-
tion, and John was eventually unable to do that. He saw
enemies everywhere, and he was driven by those
ghosts. And eventually they just drowned out every-
thing else. He saw the world against him, and the vol-
ume got louder and louder and filled up more of the
space in his head and he couldn’t make reasonable de-
cisions. He couldn’t manage Delancey Streetanymore.
That’s what happened.”

But that’s not all that happened.

Mabher began to drink again, making inebriated
speeches before Delancey Street’s residents to make it
clear he was no longer capable of believing in them. He
told them that he was going down, and intended to take
them with him. (This from their self-styled “den par-
ent.”) His behavior became so erratic and destructive
that in 1984, he resigned from Delancey Street. He
tried repeatedly to sober up, living for a time at the De-
lancey Street Ranch in New Mexico but unable to stop
his demons.

Moreover, Silbert was unable to stop him. For her,
Mabher’s decline meant a kind of despair she had never
known.

“There was this horror of living with yourself and,
no matter how much you know what is the right thing
to do, you can’t make it happen, even for someone you
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love,” Silbert remembers. “You can’t even do it with
love — and I've obviously believed that love can do
anything — you can’t exert control over someone’ life
who isn’t choosing to do something for himself. I al-
ways had said that rescue is not the thing, the thing is
standing side by side and fighting for someone and
with someone. But here I was trying rescue, and it was-
n’t working. I had to watch him go down. I could see
how angry he was at himself, and I was angry because I
couldn’t help.”

By the time Maher resigned from Delancey and the
couple separated, Silbert had helped more than 5,000
people regain their lives from alcohol, drugs, and vio-
lence. She’d convinced men and women she’d never
met before, people with whom she had nothing in
common, to get straight and pull themselves together.
Now, the one person closest to her was beyond her
reach, and all her openness and optimism went for
naught. Maher’s decline was her worst dissapoin-tment
— and such a massive, intimate failure came especially
hard toa woman who’d never before failed atanything.
On top of it came the death by cancer of her father, af-
ter a protracted and painful siege.

“Mimi never went to pieces overtly,” Margolis remem-
bers. “But her verve failed her and she lost a lot of
weight on a person who doesn’t weigh much in the first
place. She seemed a little lost, which for Mimi is a lot.”
Silbert says that her personality changed. “I found that
I had lost my strength, which is my intuitive feeling of
warmth. I spent some time wondering what a person
like me does when the love doesn’t come naturally.”
What she did (“Of course,” she says now) was embark
on a Herculean project. Delancey Street was growing.
Russia was too small for its 300 or so inhabitants.
They’d build a new place, Silbert decided, one that
would really suit their needs and show the world what
they were capable of. The new building could not be
purchased; it would have to be built, because Silbert
wanted it to be both a symbol of Delancey Street’s goals
and ideals and a perfect place to do the work she and
Maher had set out to do. Moreover, the people of De-
lancey Street would have to do the building, to keep
costs down and “the family” invested in its new home.
[t was a massive but somehow domestic project, full of
visions of flower boxes, fountains, swimming pools and
dining rooms, a project that fittingly, rose from the ash-
es of Silbert’s wrecked personal life. A new house for
the widow. Or a living monument to her work with
Mabher. (In fact, he died in 1988, two years before the
project was completed. He did not attend the 1985
groundbreaking.) Another analogy, grandiose but nev-
ertheless apropos, is to the building of Israel, whose es-
tablishmentin 1948, when Silbert was six, was the most
important public event in her parents’ lives, and has
been an emotional talisman for Silbert ever since. The
new Delancey Street was a huge labor of love, con-
structed from faith and little else in a place where no

one thought such an edifice could be erected. The ter-

SILBERT’S SON, GREG, HELPS HER WITH EDUCATIONAL PLANNING.

rain— the no-residence-zoned land along the Embar-
cadero — was inhospitable. Silbert expended enor-
mous amount of political energy getting permits to go
ahead with construction. Worse, none of the Delancey
Street residents who did the actual physical building
knew what he or she was doing. No one knew how to
drive a backhoe, how to use a bulldozer, how to mix ce-
ment, how to do masonry: all abilities were learned on
the job, often from union people whose organizations
donated their time. Silbert says: “Sometimes a wall
would go up, and it would be lopsided,because we did-
n’t know what we were doing. The only one who had
any experience was one guy who had helped lay the
concrete for a shuffleboard court at San Quentin. So
we’d look at the lopsided wall, and then they’d decide,
‘Let’s take it down and put it up again.””

Launching the $12-million project was not easy. “I had
to learn to read a spreadsheet,” Silbert moans. Eventu-
ally, after going to every bank in San Francisco, she
managed to convince the Bank of America for a four-
year, $10 million line of credit that would not be se-
cured against the building. “We did not want to mort-
gage our future,” she says. (Bank of America officials
now attend the annual Delancey Street Seder, and
dance in the evening’s traditional fin-de-soirée kick-
line.) Delancey Street used only about $6 million of its
available credit, paying back the four-year loan in three
years and change. While they were paying back the
bank, Silbert says, “I didn’t buy a goddamn light bulb.”
The construction was one of the few Delancey Street
projects Silbert fund-raised for, something she hates
doing. She raised several million dollars, and used De-
lancey’s low-income-housing tax credits to help pay
back the loan. More than 2,500 small, unsolicited do-
nations came in. Most importantly, millions of dollars
in materials and services were donated. The construc-
tion — a triangular-shaped, two-story edifice that sur-

rounds a huge courtyard and inner buildings, and oc-

cupies a full commercial block — took five years to
erect. During that time, Silbert met and got to know
San Francisco’s private sector, people like Mickey
Drexler, head of the Gap, Howard Lester, president of
Williams Sonoma and The Pottery Barn, and Denise
Hale, the absolutely correct, Romanian-born, Garbo-
accented, white-haired, virtually eyebrowless doyenne
of San Francisco society and fashion. (Hale calls Silbert
“my flake,” and is famous at Delancey Street for hav-
ing given a large and unsolicited contribution to the
foundation, as well as impeccably wrapped and much
appreciated copies of Tiffany’s Table Manners to sev-
eral residents. Lester, too, has given a large donation to
Delancey Street and intends to open his second San
Francisco Pottery Barn superstore inside the Delancey
Street complex, to be run by Delancey Street people
trained by the Pottery Barn.) Silbert herself has gone
from being a glittering character among San Francis-
co’s large progressive community to a pillar of the city’s
society. The transition came at a time when Silbert did
not have a deep emotional reservoir to tap. “I had to be
as tough a business person as comes,” she says. “I was
marching around being a brilliant leader, a battle-
ground general on the building site, but I was making
no connection, and a couple of people noticed. They
said, “You used to spend so many hours talking with
everyone, but now you just feel inaccessible.” I was like
anewcomer to Delancey Street. Like them, I felt like a
failure. I had failed John; I had, in some way, failed my
daddy. I had no feelings, just like a newcomer. I was
hard and unreachable. So I called a general meeting. I
told them what I feltlike. I told them that I was going to
do what I had told each of them to do when they start-
ed at Delancey Street. I said, ‘I'm going to actasifI care
and asifit’s all real to me, and trust that eventually it will
become really real.’

“But it was all rote for a long time. I had meetings and

cried publicly about what had happened, and tore my-
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self inside out in front of everyone — and exactly what
I had described would happen to them happened to
me. I stopped thinking about me. I got so caught up in
everyone else that one day I noticed, ‘Oh my God, I ac-
tually love this person I'm talking to. I can stay vulner-
able. I can love people again.’"Once that happened to
me, as opposed to just watching it happen to them, I
became even more completely confident about our
process.”

This was Maher’ unintended legacy to Silbert and to
Delancey Street. His torment became hers, and her
sense of failure allowed her to experience for the first
time what Delancey Street really meant. Her re-emer-
gence as a happy person renewed her faith, and her
very public crisis helped residents see that no one was
perfect, that anyone could lapse, fail — and still recov-
er.

“Nobody thought we could build this building, but we
believed and we succeeded,” Silbert says. “This build-
ing was my dream. I remember being in Italy once,
walking by a beautiful place with planters and beautiful
flower boxes. ... You just passed the doorway and could
glance into the courtyard and there was a big Italian
mama, chasing a kid with a frying pan. That’s how I
wanted Delancey street to be. I'm the mama, of
course.And ours turned out to be the prettiest of all the
condos that eventually went up off the Embarcadero.
People keep coming in from the street trying to rent.
‘What do we have to do to get in here?,’ they ask. . . I
say, ‘Well, first, get out there and commita first degree

I8 ) ]

felony ...

nce you're accepted by Delancey Street, you
come off the bench, out of Immigration, and
onto Maintenance. (If you’re a drug addict, you
may have to go through a period of withdrawal;
Silbert compares heroin withdrawal to “a bad
case of the flu,” and scoffs at those who claim to be
physically incapable of giving it up.) At Delancey
Street, maintenance, a word that in the outside penal
and drug-prevention world might bring to mind a
regime of methadone, means actual maintenance: main-
taining the grounds, gardens and property of Delancey
Street. When you walk through the airy, cheerful, Ital-
ianate complex —window boxes filled with flourishing
annuals, shrubbery clipped, gardens manicured —you
see bands of four to ten men and women standing
around in work clothes, with shovels, dust rags, mops,
buckets, hoes, spades and menacing garden shears,
each group under the watchful eye of a supervisor.
“We don’t let you make your own decisions for a
long time,” Silbertsays. “Afterall, a little baby will burn
itselfif you leave it near the fire, and it will die if you let
it cross the street alone. The new people are my new-
borns. They are like children: If you give them a choice
before they are able to make it responsibly, you leave
them with nothing. You have to stand up to the people
you care about, make them take their piano lessons,

even if they don’t want to. They have to learn to read,
whether they like it or not. In this country, especially in
the criminal justice system, we’ve never really looked
at parenting enough. Well, here at Delancey Street,
we’re bringing people up all over again — and this time
we’re doing it right.”

Authority is important at Delancey Street. In the
early days, when residents are just off the street or out
of prison, they often feign or pretend this respect. At
Delancey Street, this is called “as-iffing.” “You as-if it
until it really i you,” says Frank Schweikert, former
armed robber and heroin addict, who is now an assis-
tant to Silbert. “We’re deceitful, we're sneaky, we're
sleazy. Delancey Street makes a commitment to put up
with you. But everybody is watching everyone else.
Unlike prison, here you’re accountable.”

Besides behavioral transformation, Silbert’s other
main concern is education. Delancey Street offers
high-school level liberal arts courses in literature, com-
position, math, as well as classes in art and music appre-
ciation, creative writing, American music. Seminars in
parenting and relationships are available, and, literacy
is taught— by residents to residents. A fifth-grade-lev-
el reader teaches a third-grade-level reader in a system
Silbert calls “each one-teach one.” Once a month, con-
servatory students come and play classical music. De-
lancey Street provides professional training in catering,
sales, typing, printing, truck-driving, auto mechanics,
and dailies processing for the film industry. It owns
about a hundred cars and a caravan of trucks that are
used by its moving company, which is based across
from the residence on the port side of San Francisco’s
broad waterfront Embarcadero. (“Don’t you love it?”
Silbert asks. “Ex-cons in a moving business, where the
basic thing they do is they go into your home and pack
up your valuables and bring them somewhere else.”)

Delancey Streetalso runs the only creditunion that
accepts felons (“Imagine it,” says Watkins, the Solano
County probation officer. “The world’s best bad check
artists, forgers ...”) At Christmas, Street residents sell
Christmas trees all over town, and help decorate hotel
lobbies. What allows residents to appear fit for all these
jobs is “shopping,” a favorite Delancey Street pursuit.
A spacious first-floor office is reserved for this activity.
Every three months, donated clothing is arranged here
by sex and size, and every residents gets a pick of the
goods. The first one to choose is Silbert (“I always tell
them that I get the same clothes as everyone else, I just
happen to go first,” she says.) The choice gets more
limited as the lines of seniority descend. For Christ-
mas, Silbert makes up gift packages of outfits selected
by her for each resident.

“I try to teach them what goes together,” she says,
holding on to Schweikert’s lapel. “Like, see that line of
blue there in the plaid? Now choose a tie to bring that
out, and make sure your pants go with it, too.” She lets
go of Frank, who is shaking his head wryly, and smiling
down at her indulgently. Seniority doesn’t just get you

better clothes, and a better job than maintenance, it
gets you out of crowded dorms (eight to a room) and
into apartments; it moves you from dorm head (in
charge of one room) to “concierge,” responsible for a
hallway full of rooms; it gets you from, as Silbert says,
“not being able to do anything to being in charge of
everything everyone else does.” It makes you into a big
kid, and then into a grown-up. “This is your family, and
the big kids take care of the little ones. That’s how I've
organized it, and that’s whatit’s about,” Silbert says.

“AsTsaid, it’sa family of 500 violent people. I'm se-
rious about all parts of that characterization. For years,
penal experts said we were too strict. We are strict, es-
pecially mentally and morally. We insist on account-
ability at all imes, we duck nothing. We make you ac-
knowledge truths. All the things people don’t like said
out loud, we say out loud, in front of everybody.”

elancey Street security is rattling the glass-

plated doors of a vacant space that occupies a

corner of the complex. “They do that every

half hour,” says Silbert. She is planning a pro-

ject for this space, the Crossroads Cafe, which
will be Delancey Street’s bookstore and coffee shop,
and is discussing her plans with Andy Ross, who owns
Cody’s bookstore in Berkeley; Kathy Foster, a former
Random House editor, and Susan Margolis, the writer,
editor and multimedia consultant who has known Sil-
bert since their Berkeley days in the '60s. “The way I
think of it is as combining everything that represents
the intelligentsia, plus ice cream for me because I must
have itatall imes, Silbert says, while Ross, a hippie-ish
entrepreneur looks on in stunned wonder. “I wantitto
be part bookstore, part cafe, partart gallery, because we
have so much donated art, we don’t know what to do
withit.”

“But remember,” she adds, pointing a finger “our
population is literally illiterate, and they’re the ones
who are going to have to do the selling. Oh, and I do
want all those international magazines and newspa-
pers. Paris Match, because that’s what I used to read in
Paris. And I want cyberspace, even though I have no
idea what it is. And displays on pushcarts. This is De-
lancey Street. We have to have pushcarts!” Ross ex-
plains the ins-and-outs of book distribution to Silbert,
and gestures around the room to show how the store
could be laid out to accommodate the books, cafe, ice
cream, magazines. But Silbert is not finished. She
watches Ross, listening intently, and waits for her mo-
ment to jump in and take over the discussion. “What
we have to do,” she says, “is find the head of this distri-
bution company, and get him to donate. ... He doesn’t
know it, but he’s going to donate services. And then I
want to find a local small press that’s never done any-
thing, and promote them, on the theory that we always
want another struggler with us. And we’re going to
have a lot of chess tables, so we’ll only have room for

two or three on-line computers.” Ross just looks at her.
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“Don’t panic,” Margolis laughs. “This is how she
gets things done.”

Ithough Silbert is a mother, a daughter and a

criminologist, oddly enough, criminology is

the thing that least informs her work. Her ex-

periences as the head of a family and as the child

in a family are what fuel her professional and in-
tellectual life. As do so many adults, she has recreated
the family of her childhood in her adulthood. Because
she sees all behavior as derived from family and up-
bringing, she refuses to isolate facets of criminal behav-
ior or deal with them in isolation. For example, she
does not believe that drug abuse and crime are insepa-
rable.

“It’s all part of the same culture, the same upbring-
ing, but it’s not causally related,” she says. “Like, you
don’t go outand buy a BMW because you eat kiwi fruit
and drink Evian water (although) the two are part of the
same lifestyle.” Stopping drug abuse is not necessarily
addressing the reasons for criminal behavior. “Here’s
an example: There was this guy here, his mother lay on
the couch all day and boffed all his friends for money,
so she could buy drugs. I tried to explain to him: ‘Of
course you had feelings. Here was a woman who never
cooked a meal for you. You were just a little boy; you
didn’t ask for this.” And he starts screaming at me:
‘Don’t say that! She did too cook a meal for me.’

“What it turned out was that she had taken a can of
like Dinty Moore chili or something, and opened itand
putitin a dish. I mean, she didn’t even warm it up, and
he’s telling me this to defend his mother. Finally, he
broke down, this huge, violent ex-con, and began to
sob, and in between these heaving sobs he asked me if I
remembered the old Curad TV commercial. There’s
this little boy in the ad, andhe gets a cut, and he goes
running to his mother, and she comes and puts a
BandAid on his knee. He said, “That’s all I wanted.’
Somewhere he had all this desire for love and belong-
ing, for someone to put the little Curad on his little
knee. Yeah, we've got a lot of animal stories here. You
have to teach them to give up on romanticizing their
past; you know, telling you their mother was a really
good mom who once threw some Dinty Moore ina f -
----- bowl. They’ve got to give itup and start over. It’s
not just the drugs.

“No one really cares about ‘the underclass,” ” Sil-
bert says. “The liberals and the conservatives and the
neo-thises and the neo-thats only care about the part of
the underclass that bites at them. I say to the people
here, ‘Your relatives are dying on the streets. You have
to turn it around. I'll fight for you as long as you're
good, butif you f - - - us over, I'll run to the nearest cop
and turn you in. If we don’t band together, it’s the bot-
tom going down.’

“Policymakers think: ‘IfI went to prison, I'd be mis-
erable, because I have everything to lose.” The people
who actually do go to prison have nothing to lose. For

them it’s comfortable, for the most part. They’re there
with their friends, their kind of ‘values’ run the place,
they get three meals a day. They can watch TV in their
cell, and they have no responsibilities. F - - - that.
Everyone here says it’s harder than prison. (Prison ru-
mor has it that Delancey Street makes you shave your
head and wear toilet seats around the neck as punish-
ment, untrue reports based on the old California-based
Synanon rehab cult.) I choose what they can watch on
TV, for example, mostly news. You live in a fantasy in
prison. You write great love letters, because you never
have to see your girlfriend. You send your kid a teddy
bear and never have to take care of him. It’s easy. They
get the same old drugs, they run with the big gangs. It
teaches them more about what they already know.

“The real horror is how emotionally easy it is. It’s
comfortable like a bad relationship. The lawmakers
wouldn’tlike to be there, but the people there are com-
fortable. When they’re not in prison they actually miss
it. Then they come here, and you have to care about
other people; you have to work; you have to study. It’s
hard enough when you're two or three or four years old
to learn about the consequences of your actions. But
when you are 34 and huge and have an image to pro-
tect. ... Well, it’s very painful. The horror is logical in
prison, but none of it makes sense once you’re here.”

erald Miller is talking about a guy who hasn’t

been at Delancey Street too long. Miller is his

arber. Silbert has called all the tribe leaders and

barbers together to the Vatican to discuss the

residents’ progress this “semester.” About 40

people have convened, sitting around in comfortable

corporate-looking chairs gathered in a square. At the

head of the square sits Silbert, dwarfed by a largish

wood and leather upholstered chair. Miller is saying

how this one guy is coming along pretty well, even ifno

one likes him. Silbert says: “Well, he’s also a nasty,
cocky littlep - - - - - &

She kicks away a footstool, crosses her little legs In-
dian-style on the big leather-covered seat, takes a sip of
tea from the oversized cup that has been brought to her,
and sits there like Alice in Wonderland in a shrinking
phase. Like many of the tribe leaders, Miller is trying to
pump up his people. Mike, another tribe leaders, says:
“T've been pushing this guy to open up and trust people
a little. He’s kind of opened his first door; he’s taking
that risk — I mean, he’s no ball of fire, but sdll ...”
Everyone giggles as Mike stumbles in his attempt to
make his man seem worthy. All the tribe leaders are
hoping that the men and women in their tribes will be
promoted to better positions next semester. Of one
particularly difficult case, Charlotte says, “Well, she’s
really trying to walk the right line now.” Silbert looks
skeptical and says, “Oh, we'll see her asshole one day
soon. With the right people she knows how to kiss ass,
but she’ a real bitch to everyone else.”

Another female tribe leader adds: “You know, she’s
just the opposite of when I knew her before, on the out-

side. Back then, she was just wild, acting out.” “She was
loaded,” Silbert says. “Right? She didn’t have a single
feeling for 28 years?”

“Let’s face it,” says another female barber. “She’s re-
ally going through it with the other women in the
kitchen now. You know, really she is one of the most
evil, manipulative, lying ...” “Well,” Silbert says,
laughing. “I guess we’ve had enough of her ...”

The meeting goes on for more than four hours, in-
to the middle of the night.

art of the reason behind the purity of Mimi Sil-

bert’s dedication, lies in the history of the perse-

cution of the Jews of Europe during the past

century. Silbert still remembers listening to

Herbie, Dena and her aunts and uncles and
cousins singing a disturbing, militant Yiddish anthem,
Zog Nit Keynmol. The Halper family was full of refugees
from Hitler and the pogroms of Eastern Europe. “My
earliest memory is of my family gathering around the
radio to listen to broadcasts about the founding of the
state of Israel,” says Silbert. “We’d sitaround the radio,
listen to everything that was happening and talk about
the whole concept of Theodore Herzl: ‘If you will it, it
isno dream.”” Translated, the lyrics of Zog Nit Keynmol
run:

Never say that you have reached the very end

When leaden skies a bitter future may portend.

For; sure, the hour for which we yearn will yet arrive,
and our marching steps will thunder: We survive.
Not lead but blood inscribed this bitter song we sing.
"Tis not a carolling of birds upon the wing.

But 'twas a people, midst the crashing fires of bell,
That sang this song and fought courageous till it fell.

It was always sung fervently around the noisy table
in the Halper household, but until recently, when she
found it on a Paul Robeson compact disc, Silbert, who
canstill speak her parents’ Yiddish, did not know its ori-
gins. She points to the subtitle on the disc booklet: Song
of the Warsaw Gbhetto.

“Can you believe I never knew?,” she says. It like
my theme song. I always thought of it as a song of the
exodus to Israel, and it probably was that, too. We used
to translate: ‘Never say that you have gone your final
way.” At the end they would sing, very loudly, ‘We are
here, we are here.’ It was very moving. I remember be-
ing suffused with emotion when my parents would sing
it. My daddy was an intense Zionist, a Zionist of those
days, very left-liberal ... All the grownups in my family
had tears streaming down their faces when Israel was
founded. When my son David was on his kibbutz, he
kept saying to me, ‘It’s just like Delancey Street, Mom.
It’s just like Delancey Street.” ” @

Ferusalem-based Amy Wilentz is a staff writer for the New
Yorker.

Sunday, October 20, 1996, SAN FRANCISCO EXAMINER MAGAZINE 10

A SECTION OF THE SUNDAY EXAMINER & CHRONICLE




Gerald Miller, 38, was raised in
Harlem by his parents, both heroin
addicts and alcoholics. Gentle, slender and break-
able-looking, with the height of the amateur basket-
ball player he is, Miller always seems surprised at his
ability to articulate his emotions, say what he means
to say. This shock or wonder stops him from looking
you in the eye. He can’t believe he said it, and he looks
away. He hides behind his black-framed, serious
glasses, hoping the reflection will fool you into be-
lieving you can hold his gaze.

He has two long scars on either
side of his neck, knife or razor wounds
— he’s not sure which — from an at-
tack by a rival in the drug wars of San
Francisco.

“Somebody killed my mother and
dumped herina field when I was 12 or
13,” Miller says. “When I was 15, my
dad died of cirrhosis. I don’t really re-
member not doing drugs, smoking
weed. In school, I'd be trying to get
kids’ lunch money off them. I went to
live with my auntand uncle when I was
13.

“I was mostly a street urchin. The
guys I looked up to were not working-
class guys like my uncle, they were
pimps, dealers, con men. At 14, I started
running numbers. I'd play stickball and
curve ball and stoopball, but for some
reason, I never made the leap to geta job. I'd hustle: let
the air out of people’s tires and then offer to change
‘em. [ was selling heroinat 14 or 15. I had to prove that
['wasn’tjusta skinny punk, so I gotin fights and hit’em
in the head with bottles. The cops would pick me up,
my uncle would come and get me, but I'd just go back
and do the same thing, over and over.

“When I was 25, I had to get out of New York
because of some problems with the drug ring I was
working with, so I came out to California. I burned
a couple of friends in New York, and they were mad.
In San Francisco, I shot up and sold, shot up and
sold, and never got anywhere. I knew a lot of peo-
ple, though. I could get anything I wanted: pass-
ports, guns. I was usually armed, and I was paranoid.

“I went to prison for armed robberies; usually we
did jewelry stores and drug stores, stuff you could
take or fence real fast. People gotshot. I didn’tlook at
itas right or wrong. It was justan accident thatno one
ever died. I tried to hurt people seriously, but never
did.

“I was a terrible criminal, really. I was sentenced
to seven years at Folsom, and did six of them, which
was a lot, because I would always get into trouble. I
was in a prison gang, of course. At Folsom, I did
what I did on the outside: I did drugs and I hurt
people. I was little in the gang, and always trying to
get some attention. We used knives, blowguns,
bombs. We fought against Mexicans and whites be-
cause they were Mexicans and whites and in their
own .ga Ilgs.

“Prison became my home, my house, where I
wanted to be. When I got out, I stayed out like a

GERALD’S STORY

month. I shot dope, did two or three armed rob-
beries. I was pretty crazy. I'd rob anything; I went to
prison again, got worse, got frozen. I got out again,
and outside, I said, “‘What is this?’ In prison, every-
thing was easy. I was rearrested for possession and

sales. I had dope on me. I had a gun, but threw itaway
when I saw the cops coming. Back in prison for an-
other four years.

so bad ...” T was accepted. I sat on
that bench and I thought, “Wow, this
is a nice detention facility.”

“I ran into some guys I’d known in prison. One
guy in particular looked healthy, was respected. He
talked to me every day. I'd tell him, ‘People are rat-
ting on me.” My whole code was being broken. I'd
get mad. I didn’t want to hear the Delancey Street
rap. [ was closed, frozen, really paranoid. I didn’t
like having to be nice. I latched on to other main-
tenance people; we’d get together and
be negative. I just wanted to be left
alone. I was so scared inside and
couldn’t connect the way I felt with
words.

“Serving in the dining room was way
scarier than prison. You had to puton a
tie: I didn’t know how. You had to sit
down and eat and talk to people about
subjects. I didn’t know how to do this. I
had to sit with people from other races,
and women. Then, I had

other gangs
to work with people. I couldn’tstand it. I
had to sleep in a dorm with eight other
guys who were telling on me for any-
thing. The guy I live with now, I didn’t
talk to for two weeks at the beginning,

“At the county jail, they told me to write to De-
lancey Street, but I had heard that people tell on
you, that you have to work. Work was for suckers.
You have to get up early in the morning, cut your
hair. The people at Delancey Street were weak; if
you can’t make it in prison, you're weak. That’s what
[ thought. So I went to San Q. for four.

“The prison guards were OK with the dope. It
makes their lives easier. I was out for three months
when I got rearrested. [deep white man’s voice:] ‘Mr.
Miller is a danger to himself and to everyone in the
community.’

“I didn’t think anything, I had a girlfriend and a
son — [ was like a father for a half a minute. Benny,
he’d be 15 now. I almost felt that the heart part of me
got left out. I mean, I felt for the girl and my son, but
on the other hand, I didn’t, because I wasn’t really
there.

“So now I was an ex-con with a gun, doing rob-
bery, robbing drug dealers. I went back to Folsom
for five and did four. Outside, people were looking
for me. I had no place to go, I didn’t mind not get-
ting out fast. I had set it up in my mind that I would
spend the rest of my life in prison. I was out a couple
of months, doing a burglary with someone stupid. I
was stupid, I didn’t care, and we got caught in the
house by the cops. I was loaded out of my mind.

“This time, someone told me about Delancey
Street again. And I was facing 12 years. When
you're looking at double digits, you’re in a new ball
game. So I wrote Delancey Street, they came out
and interviewed me, and I told them what I thought
they wanted to hear. ‘T want to change my life, I'm

GERALD MILLER WORKS NIGHTS IN THE RESTAURANT Espres- and I tried to get everyone else not to
SO BAR. HE ALSO ATTENDS GOLDEN GATE UNIVERSITY AND
WORKS IN THE COURTS AND JAILS DURING THE DAY.

talk to him. Hah!

“I was in the pots and the dishes a lot,
but eventually I started learning from
my mistakes. Now, two white guys are my friends. It
took a long time, but now people are just people. I got
my GED (high-school diploma equivalency); I had
read a lot in prison, anyway. I would read anything:
Victor Hugo, Swift, and No Exit by Sartre, Mimi’s
guy (I thought he had written in the 17th or 18th cen-
tury, and then I see this article about how Mimi had
studied under him. I almost died of shock.)

“I’ve always been in awe of Mimi; she has that
presence. I was respectfully nervous around her. She’s
someone you can trust; she is going to be there no
matter what. And trust was never my thing.

“Now, I'm an administrative assistant to the pres-
ident— that’s Mimi—and [ work in the criminal jus-
tice department, which means we go to prison and in-
terview people who want to come here. Here, I've
worked in sales, in the warehouse. I got my driver’s li-
cense. I was in charge of maintenance. I was planning
on leaving in two years, but I got pulled in. I enjoyed
things. I do not want to work out, I have a life here. If
[ want to, I can go to a play, a movie, or a symphony. (I
remember the first time Mimi took us to the sym-
phony. I was overwhelmed. It was really tight, orga-
nized, together.)

“Anyway, I've seen how out of it ' was before. I did
my dissipation here after a year, and it was the first
time I had shed a tear in 20 years. After my dad died,
went outand played basketball ona cold day. ButI did
notcry.”

— Amy Wilentz




