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10 November 08

DETROIT

Monday afternoon I got a call to go into Detroit and meet a couple of Real Estate people and shoot a piece about foreclosed homes in the city for Good Morning America. 
 
Ostensibly, the story was about all the fantastic deals available in Detroit and the 6 month glut of foreclosed homes on the market.  These are home that are all brick, 3 bedroom bungalows with and without garages.  They might have sold 2 to 5 years ago in a "normal" market for 70 to 120 thousand dollars.  They are now on the market for less than 10 thousand; sounds pretty fantastic at first blush.  We were told: people are coming from all over the country to scarf up these "deals".  The New York producer that I talked to told me to take a look at 5 or 6, shoot some footage of them and interview the Real Estate people.  She said she expected some of the homes to be in poor condition but that we should shoot the best of the bunch.  
 
The best of the bunch was an all brick, 1200 square foot bungalow all right, with 3 - 8'x10' bedrooms, "new windows" (Really?) an "updated" kitchen (2 new cabinets), "partially finished" basement (2 walls and a bad shelving unit), newer roof and one bath.  The place was a wreck.  The cement front porch (5'x5') had a hole in it just to the right of the entrance way the size of my head with broken railings.  The walls inside were filthy and had paint peeling off, the carpets (what there were of them) were black with dirt, and worn to the backing.  There were empty wine and beer bottles on the floors, doors were cracked and broken, windows were boarded up and the smell was overwhelming.  Frankly, I would have walked away from all of these houses and told GMA the story was not credible.  My cameraman and technician disagreed and convinced me that we should do the story as outlined from New York.  Being the tower of strength that I am: I said OK, why not?
 
So we shot the first one, taking care not to show any thing that looked too bad and allowing our two Real Estate people to talk about what a great bargain this and the other 1800 homes in the market under 10 thousand dollars were.  We then went to 5 or 6 other places, all of which were boarded up, with missing windows, carpets, sinks, toilets, plumbing, furnaces etc, etc, etc.  The neighborhoods were just short of scary, I saw men walking around drinking from paper bags and young people that looked surly to say the least.  We finally found one that was awful but photographable (Sans the dead birds that we found inside).
 
At one point we heard a few sirens and passed what looked like the scene of a shooting, we laughed about stopping to shoot some tape of that story and selling to the local stations.  The GMA producer questioned me about using the words "middle class neighborhood", I said that would be really stretching it but I suspect that's what they will say. 
 

On the whole, the adventure was extremely depressing.  I can't imagine living like that.  The Real Estate people said there sales were up 51% this month because of these great deals.  They talked a lot about the cosmetic fixes that these houses needed and ignored what I thought were major problems.  It made me realize that there is a whole class of people in this country that live not in poverty but in sub standard conditions that are passed as "good deals".  It also spoke of the ignorance in which a huge portion the black population live.  Ignorance enabled, condoned, and exacerbated by prejudice and racism: the everyday irrational hatred kind but also the kind that masquerades as a helping hand but offers nothing more than continued dependence and pity.  No pride of possession, no inkling of cleanliness or upkeep and rampant vandalism that destroys the value of everything in sight. And all this could be different if society treated people differently; with respect but with expectation as well.
I grew up in Detroit, lived there until I was 25.  It was a very sad experience to see what has happened to a once vibrant and wonderful city.  Of course, there are better neighborhoods in Detroit but they’re getting harder to find by the day.  Corruption, fraud and entitlements have destroyed my town since the days of LBJ.  Yet “they”: those in charge continue the same recipe for this crumbling giant.  I think it’s the perfect example of the definition of insane: “Doing something over and over again, expecting a different outcome each time.”    
