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Jonathan Williams was once an electrician's apprentice. Now he often can be found hunkering down at Penn Station - unless police shoo the 32-year-old away. 

Steven Clark, 46, has been sleeping in trains, abandoned cars and buildings since 1999. 
And Tyrone, a 25-year-old with a disabling birth defect, makes his home in a lower Manhattan park among a group of men, his de facto family. 

The three men represent a fraction of the city's homeless population - about 30,000 stay in shelters each night. But their lives offer a glimpse into the challenges facing City Hall as it attempts to house the homeless who live on the streets. 

"Many of the people we've spoken to on the street had a long history of being shuttled from shelter to shelter," Columbia University researcher Kim Hopper said. "They have been - in many cases - let down by the system." 

Mayor Bloomberg announced in mid-July that the city would clear about 350 homeless men and women from 73 outdoor encampments throughout the five boroughs. 

Bloomberg estimated it would take about six months to move the men and women to supportive housing, shelters and treatment programs. The administration did not reveal the locations of the mostly hidden encampments and has refused to give a progress report on the initiative. 

It was just before 8 on Tuesday night and a chill had settled in, one of the first hints of the season to come. 

Three Coalition for the Homeless vans filled with hot soup, bagels, cartons of milk and oranges left St. Bartholomew's Church at E. 51st St. and Park Ave. and fanned out through the Bronx, Brooklyn and Manhattan. 

Along each route, homeless men and women waited in the shadows of doorways and amid the clumps of trees and brush that dot city parks. 

In a parking lot adjacent to Manhattan Family Court, a man who gave his name only as Tyrone said he sleeps on a bench each night. Spina bifida has left his legs twisted and makes walking laborious. He said he was forced out of his sister's apartment because of overcrowding. 

He has bonded with several other homeless men and they all tend to stick together, explained Juan De La Cruz, Coalition for the Homeless program director. 

At first, Tyrone told the Daily News he would be interested in an apartment "if it was decent." 

A moment later, he changed his mind. 

"I'm willing to go to work and school," he said. "It's just the way you have to go about things. It's more stress than it's worth." 

He was particularly concerned about having to stay in a shelter: "People there are animals." 

The homeless who live on the streets tend to be distrustful of authorities who may have taken them to jail or booted them from a shelter for an infraction of the rules, such as using alcohol or drugs, advocates said. 

On the Bowery, Steven Clark sat on a dimly lit sidewalk in front of a mission. He has been living on the street since 1999 - sleeping mostly in trains and abandoned cars and buildings. 

"It's less headaches," he said. "You don't gotta answer to nobody. You don't gotta deal with nobody's bulls---." 

Asked whether he would want an apartment, Clark paused for a moment, and exhaled deeply before saying, "I don't know; it's been a long time." 

At Madison Square Park, the van's arrival was heralded by homeless men whose shouts summoned others hiding nearby. 

Emerging from the park, Jonathan Williams said he has been homeless for about a year because he doesn't get along with his family. 

Whenever possible, the former electrician's apprentice sleeps at Penn Station. 

"I do look for jobs," said Williams, who was wearing a long, well-insulated coat, one of the few remaining vestiges of his former life. "But for certain jobs you can't wear just anything." 

Williams said he believed he was already on a waiting list for housing. Yet, he said he couldn't remember whose list it was. 

The van's last stop - once its busiest - was Penn Station. On this night, only two men greeted the coalition workers. 

"Little by little," De La Cruz said, "they have been moving people out of here." 

Homeless Services Commissioner Rob Hess said it was too soon to give specifics about the number of people the city had cleared from the streets or where they had been taken. 

Meanwhile, advocates support the principle of the mayor's policy but question whether the city has the housing stock to make it work. 

"If you can get them in apartments, then you'll be doing something different," said Patrick Markee, the coalition's chief policy analyst. "If not, it's just another trip to the shelter." 
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