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Eyes Right

Seattle, WA   -  It is extremely difficult to fault any aspect of Seattle on a glorious, sunny, summer day.   With clear skies shining on a large cosmopolitan setting on the eastern shores of Puget Sound, Seattle is rather spectacular.  At least at first glance.
The ferries cut smoothly across glassy waters as the snow-covered peak of Mount Ranier to the south reminds one of the dual majesty of mountain and sea.  Pike Street Market is a show in itself, with throngs of locals and tourists crowded into narrow passages between stalls of fresh fish, incredibly beautiful flower arrangements, home-made jewelry and crafts of every sort.  Just across the street is a large array of shops and eateries, including the original Starbucks shop.   Consumerism could not be more conspicuous.  
Public transportation is full, even on a weekend.  The two new professional sports venues sit on the southern edge of downtown, while the Space Needle and its surrounding park marks the north end.  Traveling either north or west, the traveler sees lakes and inlets filled with expensive yachts mingling with plebian kayaks.  The nearby suburbs are equally impressive, and house the wildly successful offices of Microsoft and its vast array of technological pilot fish companies.
But there is a dark side to Seattle – even on this superb summer weekend.  Maybe it is because drifters simply cannot drift further to the west, but, for whatever reason, the same street corners surrounded by apartments and condos selling in the millions are home to a large and visible number of panhandlers.  Presumably some of these individuals are homeless and destitute, but whatever their situation, they are there.  Most have home-made cardboard signs asking for donations.   Some state, “HOMELESS, OUT OF WORK, NEED CASH, GOD BLESS.”   Others are less direct, “FALLEN SOLDIER.”  Some are pushy, “IF YOU CAN READ THIS SIGN, IT COSTS YOU A DOLLAR.”

Several other street corners are home to ragtag groups of musicians, also looking for a handout.   There are a few lone wolfs playing guitar or simply singing, but most are groups of several individuals, usually young, and always unkempt, playing instruments and singing for contributions.  

Once night falls, these same streets become mean and dangerous.   The menacing tags of local (and national) gangs suddenly take on a menacing tone, as groups of hardened young men congregate for apparent trouble.  Panhandlers become more aggressive, approaching passersby who earlier had only been visually or verbally solicited.  Storefronts which earlier in the day had seemed innocuous now are fronted by large, non-smiling bouncers guarding entry to clubs catering to a very rough crowd.   Several of the entrances are surrounded by scores of patrons, male and female, sporting body piercings of every imaginable type.  The mood is that one has suddenly entered a drug sanctuary where essentially every type of illegal activity is free game.
Concurrent with the dark side of Seattle is an attitude of superiority among many of the local populace.   While driving through downtown, I passed a large sign advertising a new high-rise apartment/condo complex under construction with the tagline, “Luxury With a Conscience.”  Apparently these offerings well in excess of a million dollars (for the smaller accommodations) feature “green” construction.  The “accordion” busses which traverse the city are painted with logos to tell you that they are “diesel-hybrid,” although I never once saw one bus not belching diesel fumes from its exhaust pipes.  The local mantra may be “conserve” but the reality is “consume.”
There are local institutions for which little fault can be found.  Primary among these are the ferries operated by the State to connect localities around Puget Sound.  They have been, and continue to be, operated on time and at extremely attractive fares.  We took a round trip from Seattle to Bremerton (50 minutes each way) as passengers for less than $14 for two.  The smell of the Sound, the views of the snow-covered mountains and the skyscrapers downtown, the sailboats around us, and the overall ambience more than compensated for the darker side.
I thought you might like to know.
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