
St. Vincent de Paul Church Park Timeline 
 

1732 - 1840  Jonestown founded across the Jones Falls River from Baltimore Town. Townhouses 

(including current church rectory) constructed along Front Street for Baltimore’s well-

to-do. St. Vincent de Paul Church built 1840; Church purchases rectory 1888. 

 

1870s-1930s Neighborhood demographics shift with successive waves of immigration. 

Affluent residents of Jonestown move further away from inner city. 

 

1960-63  As a part of an urban renewal project, City acquires all land (and demolishes all 

property except the church and rectory) on the west side of Front Street from Fayette 

to Lexington. City sells the property north of the rectory to St. Vincent’s for a parking 

lot. City establishes a park south of St. Vincent’s to Fayette St. The park quickly 

becomes a favored hangout for the homeless and marginally homeless, and becomes 

known as wino park or bum park. 

 

1990-2000  Homeless begin sleeping in St. Vincent’s park. They are occasionally arrested by 

police enforcing City park rules, which include sunset to sunrise curfews. 

 

2000  The Archdiocese at Fr. Lawrence’s urging acquires the park property from the City, 

and signs a Land Disposition Agreement, agreeing to maintain the park as a park and 

not to build on the property. When homeless people in the park are arrested for 

loitering or overnight sleeping, Fr. Lawrence, Pastor at St. Vincent’s, intervenes in 

their defense, challenging the applicability of public park rules on private property. 

 

2004  City clears all homeless persons from City Hall Plaza area. Our park population 

expands.  The park becomes a popular place for charitable donations of clothing and 

food, and mission visits from area churches. Some donors leave tents and tarps for 

shelter. Some homeless people set up semi-permanent shelters for longer stays in the 

park.   

 

2005 Health Care for the Homeless, in a Housing First pilot project, houses 28 individuals 

from the park. City officials approach Fr. Lawrence and ask that all homeless persons 

be forbidden from loitering and sleeping in the park, and threaten criminal prosecution 

if the homeless are not moved. 

 

2006  Officer Sharon Talley from the Baltimore City Police Department begins a dialogue 

with Fr. Lawrence, with an aim towards reducing illegal activity in the park and 

improving quality of life and access to services for park residents. 

 

2007, Spring  St. Vincent’s convenes a parish-wide Town Meeting (attached) to talk about the 

particular challenges to parish life which are presented by having a transient 

encampment on the property. Parishioners’ written concerns are reviewed by the 

Parish Council. 

 

2007, Fall  St. Vincent’s Parish Council releases a letter to the parish, which details the options 

for action on the question of the park. The Council supports allowing the homeless to 

stay in the park, and also supports parishioners’ hope of a more engaged ministry to 



the park residents. Parishioners are invited to respond to the letter and to form an 

advocacy group. 

 

2007, Winter Donations of food, clothing and other items increase notably, resulting in larger 

quantities of discarded clothing and food garbage in the park and around the church. 

This pattern repeats each winter, with some donors coming considerable distances. 

Many diverse mission groups also come to bring the gospel to the homeless. 

 

2008, Jan.  Baltimore Homeless Services (BHS) invites St. Vincent’ to be a part of a training 

session in a Housing First program called Street to Home in New York city, which 

BHS intends to implement as a part of the City’s new ten year plan to end 

homelessness. Audrey Rogers and Colleen McCahill attend for St. Vincent’s. The City 

desires to target the residents of St. Vincent’s park for housing. Representatives from 

BHS meet with representatives from St. Vincent’s. BHS and St. Vincent’s sign a 

Memorandum of Understanding with respect to the following points: 1. BHS will 

begin offering housing to park residents and other homeless in the park. 2. St. 

Vincent’s will not forbid any homeless person from sleeping in the park. 3. No 

homeless person from the park will be forced to relocate. 4. St. Vincent’s and BHS 

will meet monthly to coordinate efforts.  

 

2008, Feb.  St. Vincent's submits a Letter of Intention to the Weinberg Foundation, in a grant 

proposal process. Funding would provide training for the homeless people in the park 

to assume park management duties, and a part-time Park Manager, who would assist in 

creating a homeless "resident council" to develop park rules and use group solidarity 

to enforce them. 

 

2008, Spring  Weinberg funding denied. Applications also denied by the Abell Foundation and the 

Knott Foundation. For parish support to implement a park program, Fr. Lawrence 

allows voluntary donations to a park fund through bulletin appeal only; there will be 

no special collections. St. Vincent’s Park Working Group (PWG) is formed and a 

candidate is selected for the position of Park Manager. BHS and the PWG begin 

monthly meetings at St. Vincent’s. 

 

2008, May  As a first step in their Street to Home project, BHS conducts vulnerability evaluations 

in the park. The results are reported in The Sun. The City again strongly recommends 

that the park be closed; Fr. Lawrence refuses. Shacks and tents in the park are taken 

down. People in the park are told they may not set up any further structures, though 

many maintain tarpaulins over collections of personal belongings. 

 

2008, July  St Vincent’s begins maintaining census records in the park. The City poisons all rat 

burrows throughout the park and property around the church. Sixteen dead and/or 

diseased trees are removed from the park. The PWG undertakes the identification of 

the huge number of donors, with an aim of reducing the amount of trash, and convenes 

donor meetings. Baltimore City police report that gangs have claimed the park as their 

territory (our trees are marked) and use park sleepers to stash drugs.  

 

2008, Fall  A six month evaluation of the PWG program is undertaken. The efforts are considered 

generally unsatisfactory. BHS reports difficulty in locating many of the persons found 



in the park and targeted for housing from their May evaluation. The Park Working 

Group is reformed and new members are recruited. Parishioner volunteer clean-up 

teams are formed. BHS houses the first persons from the park in their Street to Home 

project.  

 

2008 - 09 Dialogue continues between BHS and St. Vincent’s. Conditions in the park remain the 

same, with some people staying for as long as five months and many staying only for a 

few nights. Parishioners undertake monthly “Clean and Clear” projects to reduce trash. 

Some people in the park receive housing but the population is more transient than 

originally expected by BHS; many clients move on and are lost. St. Vincent’s Social 

Action Committee proposes a project for building housing for the homeless on the 

park property. The proposal is considered by the Parish Council, and at a parish-wide 

Town Meeting, and since Fr. Lawrence is opposed, it is rejected. 

 

2009, Jan.  The City tells St. Vincent’s that they are terminating the Street to Home project in the 

park. BHS says that they will continue to house unsheltered homeless but they 

consider the park to be an unacceptable and unworkable venue for their efforts due to 

the “…transience of the population, its culture, and unsanitary conditions.” BHS 

makes it clear that they will not consider the park as any sort of gateway to housing for 

homeless people in Baltimore City. They do agree to maintain a relationship with the 

church based on the mutual interest of serving the homeless. 

 

2009, Spring The City approaches the Archdiocese of Baltimore with a memo which claims that St. 

Vincent’s is violating the conditions of the original Land Disposition Agreement and 

state law (attached). The City suggests it may take legal action if conditions in the park 

do not change. St. Vincent’s PWG and Parish Council agree on a proposal to close the 

park, renovate it, and re-open it with new rules designed to eliminate encampments 

and reduce trash, while allowing homeless persons to sleep in the park if they choose. 

A new MOU is signed by the City, St. Vincent’s, and the Archdiocese. 

 

2009, Aug. The park is closed for two months for renovations. A fence is constructed. Topsoil, 

sod, and mulch are laid down, along with some plantings in the central platform.  

 

2009, Oct. The park re-opens under new governance. Open for 22 hours a day, the park is closed 

daily between 7:00 and 9:00 AM, during which time it is cleaned. St Vincent arranges 

with the Downtown Partnership of Baltimore (DPOB) to assume this maintenance 

duty on weekdays; to be financed through contributions by the local hotel owners 

solicited by the DPOB. Parishioner volunteers take on the task on weekend mornings.  

 

2010, Sept.  The park continues to be a place where homeless people congregate. It is considerably 

cleaner and no one has encamped there in the past year, though many still sleep there. 

Mission groups and charitable donors still come to the park, but in far fewer numbers. 

The DPOB agrees to another year of service on weekdays, and St. Vincent’s 

parishioners commit to a further year of weekend morning maintenance. 

 

2012 It is not clear that the DPOB is waking sleepers and cleaning the park although St V 

parishioners continue to clean most weekend days. Peggy Meyer arranges with 

Christopher House and Helping Up Mission to clean the park on some Saturdays. 



Summer brings increased crowds and some violence. Fr. Chuck reports that the park is 

on the prison grapevine as the place to go if you have nowhere else and you wish to 

continue drinking, drugs, or prostitution because there is no oversight.  

 

2013 Fr Lawrence declines to get the arrangement with DOPB clarified because he thinks a 

‘don’t ask’ approach is best, accepting anything that is offered since we cannot afford 

the contract independently. There is increased toileting in our bushes and stairwells. 

There are also break-ins and equipment and property stolen. 

 

2014 There is an increase in the storing of personal belongings and their accumulation on 

our property with some ‘push-back’ for removing it. Large numbers of ‘donors’ 

congregate on Sunday mornings, drawing large crowds from outside the Jonestown 

neighborhood. We lose our superintendent in early June and the property becomes 

more derelict on Sunday mornings. There have been several violent encounters, one 

necessitating hospitalization.   


