
A glimpse into what keeps me going . . .  March 28, 2020 Written By Andrea Henson 

7 am - Noon Saturday Morning – after COVID-19 Scare, After Handing Out Groceries, Carrying 

Groceries and Moving Furniture – Literally this is what it is like – By Noon pack groceries and prepare 

for this week’s trash pick up with Caltrans . . .   

Summary: Many people have emailed me stating that my updates assist them with knowing what is 

going on in the encampments.  

Today, I write about what keeps me going and who supports me each day. I also discuss our next big 

project, a clean up in cooperation with Caltrans. Along with this update, I have attached the schedule 

and maps of our trash pick up locations. I will be preparing with residents to move and collect trash into 

these areas for pick up. Thank you for your patience and support.  

 

I slowly wake up, open my eyes and feel how my body aches from moving furniture yesterday. I drove 

the moving truck and moved furniture all day long for a resident of the encampment who just got an 

apartment. It was hard but glorious to help someone make a home.  But now I lay here like a slug.  

I turn my head and see that my laptop is open and on beside me in bed. I see Jay Leno’s face. What? I 

wonder how he got there because I normally watch other shows. I was watching YouTube last night and 

fell asleep. I just lay here, exhausted and my body hurts. I am too tired to make breakfast so I eat some 

Saltine crackers, make some tea, and get back into bed I think about Shabbat.  If I were Jewish I would 

totally celebrate it from the candles and prayers to the resting. Plus I love God and the God of the Jews 

is my God too. I wonder how I can get invited to Shabbat on a Friday night.  

Mornings in bed are when I solve problems. I replay my yesterday or think about random things I can 

work on. I also lay there and talk to God and Jesus. Then I think about calling my best friend, mentor, 
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supporter, and colleague, Osha Neumann. He is my social justice soul mate and who I talk to all day long. 

Since COVID-19 quarantine, he is the first person I call each morning during this crisis with an 

enthusiastic “Good Morning Osha Neumann!” 

During COVID-19, Osha must be home in insolation. I always tell him we 

can put him in a plastic bubble, referencing that 70’s movie starring John 

Travolta and push him around Berkeley.  Or I will call him and say “ok we 

can get you a hazmat suit to wear inside of his car (AKA Justice Mobile) 

the car.” Then we joke about how he can’t open the windows but can 

drive around to at least see what is going on.  Then we both agree that his 

family would be furious if he went outside. But it’s fun thinking up all the 

ways Osha can come outside. We laugh.  

Osha is 81 and an amazing civil rights attorney who is a legend on the streets. He is in the vulnerable 

group and we don’t want him out. I bring him back messages from folks who say “tell Osha I will beat his 

ass if he comes outside” to which Osha responds “that is so sweet.” He gets it. And even though he 

doesn’t want to show it, he knows how much we all love him.  And since he cannot go outside, I call him 

ALL DAY LONG. While I am in the street, I report details, issues or problems and Osha home fighting. He 

is writing emails, making calls, taking notes, laughing at my jokes and always supporting me. I tell him 

we are like macaroni and cheese. Pasta is fantastic on its own and so is cheese. Put them together and 

it’s the best. That is us.  

Then I think about my ray of sunshine. His 

advice during the most turbulent storms of 

activism keeps me going. I do not get to talk 

to him often because he is crazy busy 

supporting others like me – activists fighting 

for the homeless across the nation – but one 

conversation with him always makes a huge 

impact. He doesn’t know it, but on 

particularly difficult mornings, when being an 

activist has drained me, I think about the 

advice that Paul Boden, from the Western Regional Advocacy Project (WRAP) has given me. Quietly 

across the nation, Paul Boden and WRAP support us, activist and advocates who work tirelessly without 

pay or much support. Paul will always ask “how can we help you” or “how can we support you.”  

Most importantly, when people have been mean or underhanded, when I feel like giving up in those 

turbulent storms Paul is MY ray of sunshine that penetrates those black clouds. He brings the hope back 

to me so I keep fighting.  

Quietly, Paul supports me through it all. WRAP is different from any other organization because Paul 

gets what activism takes and what activism takes away. When I feel like quitting, when the world is 

mean, I call Paul. He is truly a bad ass and a man of integrity.  
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Next, I think about Ms. LaTonya West who lives at the Seabreeze encampment. Ms. West is fun, strong 

and wise. No one “fucks” with Ms. West. That is truth. When I was picking 

up rats to take to City Council because I was frustrated that trash had not 

been picked up, Ms. West said “Andrea, be nice. You know we are always 

nice.” So when the Mayor told me to pick up the rats from the table, I heard 

Ms. West’s voice and picked them up and threw them away in the trash can 

next to the podium. We always say we are twins and I have enormous 

respect for her.  

One day, I told Ms. West “People are mean and I am tired.” Ms. West said 

“the Devil is a liar. Andrea, they told me I would never walk again after I got 

burned up. But the Devil is liar and I am walking. Don’t you listen to him. 

We have work to do. We are stronger than that.” Ms. West legs were burned in a tent fire. She had two 

skin graph surgeries on her legs at the burn center in SF. She is 

back at the Seabreeze. 

I also think about all of my friends who live at the Seabreeze, 

Ashby/Shellmound, Gilman and downstairs. I think about the 

puppies that have just been born, who needs a tent, who made 

me laugh, how much fun we had at the symphony, the times 

sitting in tents and the close bonds of friendship and kindness. 

The physicality of an encampment is dirty, filthy and 

overwhelming. But the spirituality overcomes all of that. When I 

want to give up, I remember who I serve. I remember who I represent. (Paul from WRAP shares this 

understanding and when I need to hear it he will always say “Andrea everyone on the outside doesn’t 

matter, remember you serve the people.”   

So when people say to me “Andrea how do you do it?” I want to tell you that I have a passion or a flame 

inside of me that pushes me to love and care. I LOVE being in the streets and solving problems. I love all 

the spiritual treasures people share with me on the street. I love fighting for what is right and not what 

is popular. I cannot wait until I get my bar number so that I can finally practice law. I am so ready to go 

to court.  

But I also realize that I am very blessed with an amazing group confidantes whom I adore and who cheer 

me on when I am tired and ready to quit. You will not hear me thank them publically as much because 

they are woven into the fabric of my journey. They are with me every day 

in some way, shape or form.   

Osha Neumann – My Best Friend and Social Justice Soulmate – We are 

Macaroni and Cheese 

Thank you. Words cannot describe what you mean to me. The other day 

you told me it’s not a marathon but a relay race. We went to the symphony 

with the residents of the encampment, we had so much fun. When the 
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patrons gave us dirty looks because our snacks were loud, you crinkled the bag of tootsie rolls even 

louder. If they are going to give us dirty looks, you made sure they gave all of us dirty looks. The folks at 

the symphony had no idea we brought people from out of their tents and all were hungry. “Where do 

we go?” Berkeley is built on your support and love for the people. Your hard work each and every (I 

mean it when I say every single day) is more than anyone knows or sees. But I see it and it pushes me to 

be better and fight harder. I tell folks, if you can’t keep up with my 81 year old best friend and mentor, 

then you can run with me. Who else can listen to the live stream of Berkeley City Council and likes 

texting back and forth with me about how their decisions will affect the unhoused? Only Osha 

Neumann.  

Paul Boden and WRAP – My Ray of Sunshine in the Storm 

Thank you. When I am tired and crying because this stuff is hard, I can 

call you. It is not often I call because I know you are busy. But when it’s 

a bad storm, one with lighting, thunder and black skies, I call you. 

Under your leadership, WRAP supports us. WRAP supported “Where 

do we go?” Berkeley. When I needed press releases written, you 

directed your staff to help me. When I needed, more media coverage, 

you published all of our updates nationally. When we needed a video 

done, you sent Martin. You always showed up with empowering t-

shirts, posters and stickers for the residents. They loved it all! You 

always came with trash bags and supplies. When I needed a fiscal 

sponsor, you stepped in. When I needed help with everything, you sent 

June or Jonathan or Ian.  

But most importantly, you support the homeless activists, leaders and 

groups across the nation. And you supported me without fanfare or needing notoriety but with integrity. 

Your advice is always focused on supporting the people and you have  no hidden agenda.  Support 

WRAP!  

Ms. LaTonya West – My Twin and My Strength 

Thank you for being you and loving me. You never let me forget how we have 

to keep pushing forward and surviving. No one knows how much you think of 

everyone in camp.  

 

All of my Friends Who Live in the Encampments 

Thank you. There are too many to name. To many conversations to 

disclose. But we could not have accomplished what we have as 

“Where do we go?” Berkeley if we all did not stick together. When it 
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gets hard, your words of kindness, advice, support, love, laughter and courage keep me going. When I 

am tired, I think about us. We are a special bunch.  

It’s Noon!  

I better get up. Maria from Copwatch is on her way to do harm reduction at Gilman, deliver groceries 

and assess whether anyone needs any help. I will prepare her grocery bags and give her a quarantine 

package – tent, burner and groceries for her outreach today. Sending out the Girl Scout cookies today!  

Caltrans 

We have to come up with a plan. Time to prepare for the HUGE trash pick up at each of our sites over 

the coming weeks. 

Job Program 

 I will start a job program where I will hire folks from camp to pick up the large amounts of trash and 

place them in the designated spots. I will rent a bobcat with the GoFundMe funds. The employees, who 

are camp residents, will make minimum wage. This will supplement their SSI or other benefit funds and 

stimulate the local economy because the unhoused buy local. It will help them buy food and supplies. I 

will supervise them and if they do a good job, I will give them a recommendation so they can apply for 

jobs after the crisis. Over the next several weeks we all will be busy with a HUGE clean up in the camps.  

Conclusion 

Yes, this is long but gives everyone a glimpse into what keeps me going. We have so much to do.  I serve 

because all of the people I mention support me unconditionally and strengthen me each day.  

Have a beautiful day and stay safe! 

Andrea Henson 


