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t was her frostbitten foot and toes that convinced Joann she wouldn’t last another

winter in Wallace Marine Park, with the unforgiving rain, 20-degree nights and

mud so thick it sucks the shoes from homeless campers’ feet. • Five and a half years

outdoors was enough for the 61-year-old. • For Don Blocker, this year marked his

40th in the park. He had no interest in a house — he wouldn’t stay even one night indoors

if he could help it, unsettled by the encroaching walls. • Both Joann and “Stretch” — one of

the street names for the 6-foot-8-inch 59-year-old — had pathways indoors. Top: A group of formerly homeless people and
advocate Art Scaglione cart supplies to
people living in the woods around Wallace
Marine Park on Dec. 8. Above: Scaglione, left,
reads a phone number for Toni to copy down
while standing in her camp in the park. PHOTOS

BY CONNOR RADNOVICH/STATESMAN JOURNAL

Homeless housing success, other factors sow turmoil
Connor Radnovich Salem Statesman Journal | USA TODAY NETWORK

See PARK, Page 5A

OUR HOMELESS CRISIS is an occasional series by the Statesman Journal on homelessness in Marion
and Polk counties. 

❚ See the entire series at StatesmanJournal.com/homeless.

Salem 503-581-2411    Keizer 503-463-4853(#)%$.' (/&#! ($."# -*,+

2018

skylineforddirect.com

MSRP $44,315. Sale price $39,046 after $5,269 Skyline discount. Final Price $30,496 after $3,750 Manufacturer Rebate, $1,500 Bonus 
Cash, $1,000 Certifi cates (4x$250 certifi cates, while supplies last), $300 EcoBoost Cash, and $2,000 Trade Assist. Plus tax, license, title, 
documentation fee. Must Trade 95 or newer. 0%x72 = $38,046 to fi nance after $1,000 certs, Must fi nance through Ford Motor Credit tier 
0-1. OAC. 1 at this price. VIN#C96859, Sk#182676, Expires 12/31/18. Art for illustration only.

MSRP $24,845. Sale price $23,249 after $1,596 Skyline discount. Final Price $17,999 after $3,250 Manufacturer Rebate, 
$500 Bonus Cash, and $1,500 Trade Assist. Plus tax, license, title, documentation fee. Must Trade 95 or newer. 1 at this price. 
VIN#B45004, Sk#182930, Expires 12/31/18. Art for illustration only.

STARTING AT
2018 FORD F-150 

SUPERCAB 4X4 XLT 302A
$13,800

OFF MSRP

OR-0000397965

t Fi l P i $30 496 ft $3 7500 49

$17,999
2018 FORD ESCAPE S

MSRP $44,315. Sale price $39,046 after $5,26
C h $1 000 C ifi (4 $2 0 ifi

pp

OFF 

0% x 72
ON ALL 2018
FORD F-150s

$1,000OR 
PLUS

201after $3,250 Manufacturer Rebate, after $3,250 Manufac ure

ALL 2018 
SUVs

$1500 
IN TRADE 
ASSIST

A Salem commission that advises the City Council
on how to award millions in federal grants may dis-
band after the federal government criticized potential
confl�icts of interest, only three years after the commis-
sion was created.

Councilors are expected to decide Jan. 14 whether to

dissolve the nine-member Urban Development, Com-
munity Services and Housing Commission.

The commission was set up in 2015 to recommend
how Salem should allocate money from the Communi-
ty Development Block Grant Program and HOME In-
vestment Partnerships Program, a set of federally
funded grants worth about $2 million a year.

The crux of the problem is that former and current
commissioners also represent organizations that have

received the federal money.
The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Devel-

opment, which allocates the money, found the appear-
ance of possible confl�icts of interest problematic.

In one example, St. Francis Shelter — whose exec-
utive director Kim Lemman sat on the commission —
was awarded $85,000 for a homeless shelter roof re-

Salem commission may disband over ethics report
Jonathan Bach Salem Statesman Journal
USA TODAY NETWORK

See ETHICS, Page 4A
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For Joann, who asked the Statesman Journal not to
use her last name for safety reasons, it was Salem’s
new homeless housing program.

She got an apartment in February and 31 campers
have since followed her out of the woods, a testament
to the program’s success and the respect Joann earned
as a camp leader.

Their exodus coincided with an infl�ux of homeless
people from out of town or other parts of the city who
were uninterested in following or enforcing the rules.
They fi�lled the camps with up to about 150 people —
more than the space had ever held.

Long-time residents say it looks worse now than it
ever has, with garbage piling up and spilling out of the
woods, a visual marker of their presence to passers-by.

The vast majority of campers actually live on pri-
vate quarry land bordering the park, but they’re still
referred to as park campers. 

Over the last six months, the culture the woods peo-
ple built — one of looking out for each other, being re-
spectful, following the rules and keeping a low profi�le
— has come into confl�ict with the more individualistic
“concrete campers.”

As tensions rose so, too, have incidents of vandal-
ism and theft at nearby businesses. The invisibility
that kept campers safe from eviction has started to
dissolve.

Don preferred to keep to himself in the park.
He had somewhere else to go, had he wanted. His

older brother, Richard, bought a house last year in Van-
couver, Washington, and begged Don to join him. Start
a new life. Get inside.

“I love my family here, and I love my freedom,” were
Don’s words to him, Richard told the campers and
homeless advocates at Don’s recent memorial service.

“Stretch” died the day after Thanksgiving, unable to
get warm after falling into a pond near his tent.

The service was set on a knoll beneath three tall
pine trees overlooking the park’s softball fi�elds. Don
used to sit and watch games from this perch. He was
quiet and standoffi�sh. Like many living in the park, he
was distrustful of people he didn’t know and took a
long time to warm to outsiders.

And there are only a few people walking into camp
to help.

Outside forces reshape camp

No two people who live around Wallace Marine Park
became homeless the same way.

Some got sick and couldn’t keep up with work or
medical bills. Some fl�ed domestic violence. Some lost
their jobs. Some have mental illnesses. The path is of-
ten from a home, to a car, to a tent.

Campers are engineers, mechanics, artists and
teachers. Talented people, advocates often say, with
the resourcefulness to live out the post-apocalypse, if
it ever arrives.

There is a lot of meth use, sometimes for recreation,
but often as a way to cope with trauma or to keep
warm. It’s impossible to stay clean or dry most of the
year.

Most folks collect rocks; it’s one of the few hobbies
available.

But over the past six months, outside forces have
started to break down the camp structures that kept
this group of capable, yet troubled people living in rel-
ative harmony.

There was always some trash on the ground mixed
with the mud, branches and fallen leaves, but long-
time campers say it’s never looked as bad as it does
now.

Pockets of ramshackle structures line the pathways
and all manner of garbage lies strewn about: plastic
shopping bags and storage bins, bicycle parts, shop-
ping carts, a wheelchair, mannequin heads stuck onto
stakes.

Someone new to camp will keep their area spotless
for a few weeks, advocates say, but soon they stop car-
ing as their shame and anger begin to project external-
ly.

Tensions are at an all-time high, according to the
campers who have been there the longest. It’s coming
from a potent mix of new people moving in who don’t
know or care about the rules, less space to live because
of evictions and police sweeps of other camping areas
and camp leaders either getting worn out or leaving.

Some established campers don’t feel safe anymore.
Businesses have reported more burglaries and van-

dalism — even businesses that help the homeless and
were previously considered off� limits.

There’s a justice system, though the comparison
may make a judge blush. Before the leaders began
leaving and things started to come apart, misbehavior
was met with punishment. No stealing, no preying on
the weak, no disrespecting, don’t mess with anyone’s
bike or tent. No fi�ghting in camp under most circum-
stances. What happens in the quarry, stays in the
quarry.

Punishment could be violence directed by camp
leaders or expulsion from the park. In extreme cases,
tents were lit on fi�re.

Follow the rules, and everyone gets along.
But this year, camp tensions have spilled out in

ways that drew increasing attention to the community
in the woods.

Finally, in mid-November, a gas can was stolen out
of a service truck on quarry property and the truck was
moved. Since then, rumors of an impending eviction
have spread through camp. It isn’t the fi�rst time camp-
ers thought an eviction was on the way. But combined
with everything else that’s happened, some fear this
could be the fi�nal straw.

Campers warn that there is nowhere else for them
to go. The places they used to stay have been swept by
the owners, and many rendered inhabitable through
bulldozing.

If eviction notices are posted now, they said many
are going straight across the bridge into downtown Sa-
lem.

Joann says she will pitch the fi�rst tent on the Capitol
steps if the quarry is cleared out.

Aid for homeless becomes mission

Bringing supplies to the homeless camps surround-
ing Wallace Marine Park is treacherous.

The rutted, muddy path and jutting tree roots can
send a cart loaded up with hundreds of pounds of food
careening into the underbrush. It’s one aspect of a typ-
ical Sunday for Art and Reggienia Scaglione.

For more than four years, the couple has been tak-
ing supplies to people living in the park. It started with
a dozen doughnuts and coff�ee but has ballooned to

hundreds of pounds of food including bread, cheese,
eggs, tortillas, full pies and assorted pastries. There’s
also a backpack full of clean, white socks.

They know just about every person living in or near
the park, and plenty more homeless throughout the
city.

Retired from construction work, Art is on-call 24
hours a day for camp emergencies. He’s there up to fi�ve
days per week. But Reggienia is the “silent strength”
behind what they do, he says.

They are the only consistent, long-time advocates
for the Wallace community.

On their Sunday trips, Art also answers questions
about Salem’s “housing fi�rst” rental assistance pro-
gram, signs people up for an all-expenses-paid holiday
retreat, organizes deep sea fi�shing trips and, critically,
badgers people into following through on applying for
housing.

Trying to get anyone out is much more diffi�cult than
bringing anything in.

One Saturday night this month, Art and three for-
mer campers — Dean, Kim and Joann — hit a bike path
that leads to the forest trail.

They cart with them a couple dozen recycled blan-
kets, several boxes of packaged doughnuts and an or-
ange water cooler full of Joann’s fresh homemade tur-
key and rice soup. They also carry life-changing news.

Flashlights illuminate the way through thick fog,
and Joann soon fi�nds herself at the back of the pack.

She stops for a rest and takes three puff�s of her res-
cue inhaler.

Asthma and COPD. 
Not 20 minutes ago she was smoking Marlboro

Black 100s while stringing her cart with festive blue
lights.

“It’s the only vice I have left,” she says, ruefully.
A chastisement of her former camp-mate Dean for

not off�ering to take the cart and a short phone call later,
Zach the Kid appears out of the darkness to keep the
party moving. At 22, Zach is one of the youngest adults
in camp and a good friend of Joann’s grown son Jere-
my, who still lives outdoors.

Zach’s a helper, he takes pride in being around to
support everyone else.

Art has worked the last four years to build trust, so
he too can help and support the campers trying to get
to a better place.

“We live life with them as much as they’ll let us,” he
says.

In turn, Art gives all the credit to God for leading him
to this community where he can make a diff�erence and
for sustaining his eff�orts. A grey hat he often wears
reads “Armor of God” on the front and the Bible pas-
sage EPH 6:10-16 along the brim.

If it weren’t for Art, Joann said she would still be
living outdoors. When Art signed up a bunch of camp-
ers to interview for housing, Joann stood him up. So,
after dropping off� the others, Art drove back to the
camp and bugged her until she relented “just to shut
him up.”

Toward the end of the night, with most of the soup
and doughnuts eaten and the blankets distributed, a
woman approaches the group.

“How are you doing, Amy?” Art asks.
“I’m OK,” she responds. Crestfallen and bundled up

to her chin, her body suggests the opposite. Her face is
thin and almost tinged grey.

“So, do you want to tell her?” Joann asks.
“No, you tell her. I just want to see her face,” Art re-

sponds.
Amy’s eyes open a little wider and she starts to grin.
“I talked to Jimmy Jones yesterday,” Joann starts.
“Yeah? And?” Amy says, excitement building in her

voice.
“You’re going to get your house.”
“Are you serious? Are you serious? Oh my God, are

you serious?”
Amy embraces Joann, burying her face into her

shoulder. When she pulls back, her face is alive and
she’s crying.

Art believed there wasn’t a person in camp with a
situation as dire as Amy’s. He was convinced she
wouldn’t survive past a few months.

And no one wants another death this winter.

Homeless life difficult to shake

After years outdoors, the transition inside doesn’t
happen with the turn of a key.

Advocates tell stories of campers sleeping in tents
set up in their living rooms, of others spending nights
in the park despite having a dry place to stay. It can
take months before someone is comfortable living in
what is eff�ectively a box compared to the Wallace
woodlands.

Park
Continued from Page 1A

Art Scaglione draws in the dirt the City of Salem and Polk County boundaries as they intersect in Wallace
Marine Park on Dec. 7. Most people living around Wallace Marine Park live on private property owned by a
quarry that is within Polk County jurisdiction. CONNOR RADNOVICH/STATESMAN JOURNAL

See PARK, Page 6A

Left: Carolina Johnson, a manager at a West Salem Subway, spreads the ashes of Don Blocker as his brother,
Richard Blocker, 61, and great-nephew, Darrick Blocker, 20, both of Vancouver, Wash., look on at Wallace
Marine Park in West Salem on Dec. 13. Right: Richard Blocker spreads Don Blocker’s ashes in the Willamette
River. PHOTOS BY ANNA REED/STATESMAN JOURNAL
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The change was easier for Joann; she
knew she was ready to come inside. She
credits park life with making her strong-
er after multiple cancer diagnoses but is
sure it would have killed her within the
year.

Even so, she never turns off� her tele-
vision — the silence of the apartment
complex is foreign and unnerving. Also,
she doesn’t want her cat Sara to sit in si-
lence all day.

In January, she will transition to Sec-
tion 8 housing and graduate from Sa-
lem’s rental assistance program. She
will have to fi�nd a way to pay for her bus
pass and other necessities, and hopes
her Social Security disability applica-
tion is approved.

Her older son Chris is a diff�erent sto-
ry.

He still spends much of his time in
camp and sees the apartment he got as a
handout he doesn’t deserve. Chris de-
spises handouts.

Then there’s the distance. While
Joann lives as close to the park as she
can, Chris’ apartment is one of the fur-
thest from the camp.

But Chris has only been indoors since
mid-October.

As one of the fi�rst, Joann has been
critical to the success of the city’s
Homeless Rental Assistance Program.
After she got her apartment, other peo-
ple in the park could see that it wasn’t
just another lie or unfulfi�lled promise —
that this program actually works.

Since February, 31 have followed her
through the program.

Dean’s transition began six months
before he got housing when he entered
an intensive rehabilitation program
through the Salvation Army in Portland.

He almost walked out more than
once, and few thought he would get
clean. 

Even for the people living in the
camp, Dean has lived a hard, violent life
with a past in biker gangs in California.

But Dean did get clean, and about a
month and a half before graduation, Art
called Sonya Ryland with the Salem
Housing Authority and said they need-
ed to get a place ready for him.

With about a week to go, Sonya found
a place.

They cleaned and furnished the
apartment. Nothing fancy, but more
than he had.

When Art picked Dean up in Port-
land, he told him they were going to
Joann’s place to hang out.

It was there, standing in the kitchen,
that Art passed Dean the keys, and told
him it was his.

Art was sure Dean would not have
survived going back to the park.

Brothers tied to Wallace park

The Blocker boys came to Salem in
the early 1970s searching for their bio-
logical father.

Instead, Richard says, they found a
homeless “wino” who didn’t want them.

So, they fell into homelessness, too.
Don was 12 years old and infatuated
with his eldest brother Ken, three years
his senior. Richard was the middle
brother. 

All were homeless for a few years,
working as day laborers at farms and
sleeping at the Union Gospel Mission or
Salvation Army whenever they could.
Don liked hanging around the park.

In late 1976, Richard got a small
apartment in town and married weeks
later.

A few months after that, Ken and his
buddy were horsing around in the Wil-

lamette River near the Union Street
Railroad Bridge. Witnesses said it was
dusk when the pair tried to swim across
the river.

Ken went under near a concrete pil-
ing; his friend called a nearby boater for
help. 

Ken’s body was found 14 miles down-
stream two weeks later.

He was 20 years old. 
After returning from burying his

brother in California, Don began his 40
years in Wallace Marine Park.

Richard said Don felt safe there, clos-
er to his brother, though he didn’t really
understand why.

Every attempt Richard made to help
him get indoors was rebuff�ed. Richard
always worried in the wintertime that
Don would freeze to death. Don didn’t
ask for anything from anyone. Friends
tell stories of him walking his bike from
Eugene to Salem because he had a fl�at
tire and couldn’t ride it.

Wallace campers say Don refused to
get dry clothes after falling into the
pond around Thanksgiving.

Three weeks after Don was found
dead in his tent, Richard, his grandson
and Carolina Johnson — a West Salem
Subway manager who religiously gave
Don her employee meals — walk toward
the grey truss bridge in Wallace Marine
Park with a package of ashes in a green
gift bag.

As they approach the river, Richard
gestures to an area of strong current and
tells Carolina what happened there.

They stop upstream from the bridge
and Richard slices open the clear bag of
ashes. He hands it to Carolina to pour
into the water.

Richard says it touched his heart that
she had been looking out for his brother.

Don’s ashes sink to the riverbed and
slowly drift downstream.

Despite change, campers 
will remain

Chances are there will always be peo-
ple living in the woods around Wallace
Marine Park.

Even if an eviction comes, trail-
heads are bulldozed and the under-
growth is cleared out, advocates say
some campers will move deeper into the
woods while others may return in a mat-
ter of weeks or months.

There are some who live there by
choice, and others who will never be se-
lected for housing because of disquali-
fying felony convictions. Others aren’t
ready to move inside and have to be ca-
joled into making a change.

“A lot of the clients will say that: ‘You
saved my life,’ but, no, they save them-
selves,” Ryland with the housing au-
thority said. “We just gave them the
tools to be better and to do better. And I
remind them of that: ‘You’re the reason
why you’re still alive, because you made
choices to change.’”

But as successful as Salem’s Home-
less Rental Assistance Program has
been moving people into apartments, it
cannot accept any more applications at
this time.

So as long as campers remain, Joann,
Art and Reggienia will continue trying to
help those left behind.

Connor Radnovich covers Oregon
government and politics for the States-
man Journal. Before joining the news-
room in 2017, he worked as a reporter
and photojournalist for news organiza-
tions in Phoenix, San Francisco and
Washington, D.C. 

Connor has a master’s of mass com-
munication from Arizona State Univer-
sity’s Walter Cronkite School of Journal-
ism. He can be reached at 503-399-6964
or cradnovich@statesmanjournal.com
or follow him on Twitter at @CDRad-
novich

Art Scaglione pets Falcon in a homeless camp at Wallace Marine Park in Salem on Dec. 7. PHOTOS BY CONNOR RADNOVICH / STATESMAN JOURNAL

Joann, right, pours soup into a container while talking with her son in her
apartment on Dec. 8. After more than fi�ve years homeless, Joann moved into her
apartment in February through Salem’s Homeless Rental Assistance Program.

Park
Continued from Page 5A
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