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Iron Gate mIssIon:
FeedInG the hunGry and homeless oF tulsa — every day



The biggest misconception about Iron Gate is that everyone who 
comes here for food assistance is homeless. They are not. The majority 
have homes or apartments.

It is not homelessness that pours through our door every day, 
its poverty and hunger. Recent reports say 17 percent of Tulsa’s 
population is at or below the poverty level, which is $23,000 for a 
family of four. No wonder these working poor families need help 
feeding their families.

People are curious about our guests at the soup kitchen or emergency 
grocery pantry. What brings them here? What are their lives like? 

We work to keep Iron Gate a friendly, welcoming place. Many of the 
people—of all ages—who come through our doors have life stories 
that would break your heart. They come to Iron Gate for the food, the 
community and the refuge. Unless we ask, they don’t tell their stories.

In this Faces booklet, you will meet some who ate with us this year. 
They represent the demographics of Iron Gate: age, sex, ethnicity, 
background and problems.

These are their stories.
      

Connie Cronley,  
Executive Director

The Faces oF Iron GaTe



t h e y  l o o k  l I k e  t h e  a l l -a m e r I c a n  Fa m I ly . 

Amber is beautiful, Josh is handsome, both are charming. Baby Hazel 
is now 14 months old and five-year-old Finn (not pictured) is in 
kindergarten.

Both parents have jobs. Amber, 32, was an art major in college and works 
as a professional cake decorator at a large grocery store. Josh, 33, went to 
welding school, but because of health conditions he works as a cook at an 
Italian restaurant instead.

Child care is so expensive—$33 to $43 a day for Hazel alone—they 
juggle their work schedules to take care of their children. Their problem 
is their low income. Each earns $11-$13 an hour with no benefits such as 
health care or maternity leave. Still, they earn too much (sometimes $10 
too much) to qualify for food stamps or federal child care. They are paying 
off Josh’s welding school debt of $12,000. 

“I am so stressed out financially—I’m sick of it and mad at myself,” Amber 
said. “I’m a terrible worrier. I worry about saving for the kids’ braces or 
college, or an emergency. We live paycheck to paycheck. And sometimes, 
the week before paycheck we’re so broke, the kids wouldn’t have anything 
to eat if Josh couldn’t bring us left-over food from the restaurant.”

We first met the family last winter, not long after the baby had been 
born. With no paid maternity leave and Josh between jobs, they were 
struggling.

They are still struggling. Iron Gate guests can get emergency groceries 
from our pantry once a month. Recently, Amber sold some of their 
CDs to get enough gas money to come to our grocery pantry. The 
financial pressure strains their marriage. They lost their apartment. 
Their car was repossessed. For several months, they separated. “Finn 
cried for his daddy every night. I don’t want to be a single mom. I 
want to hold my family together.” 

Amber wants her children to have a stable environment. “I’m trying to be 
positive, but how are we going to make it?” Amber and Josh Wise

WORKING HARD BUT STRUGGLING



l e o n  I s  a  m a n  o F  F e w  w o r d s . 

Although he is a regular at Iron Gate’s soup kitchen—both as a guest and a 
volunteer who helps clean—he doesn’t like the limelight. He sure doesn’t like 
to answer questions about himself.

“Did he shy up on you?” his friend asked.

“Yes. His favorite answer was ‘I don’t know.’”

Leon, 51, grew up in Bristow with his grandmother. He played basketball 
and football in school and like many young men of his era, he dreamed about 
becoming a professional boxer. He boxed at the Tulsa YMCA where he was 
a lightweight. 

“Were you good?”

“Pretty good.”

Beyond athletics, he didn’t have a career goal. “I didn’t know how to do it.” 
He worked “at all kinds of job”—laying sod, moving lawns, welding, roofing, 
construction.

Leon thinks the hard work in hard Oklahoma summers started his 
seizures. That, he said, plus fighting and alcohol. But mostly, he believes it 
was the heat and not drinking enough water. Medication usually keeps his 
seizures under control, but about a month ago he fell on his face during 
a seizure. His swollen lip still shows the signs of the trauma. His lip is 
another reason he doesn’t talk much. 

He and his wife live on Charles Page Boulevard; he has relatives scattered 
across town. Leon likes rhythm and blues and soul music. Most mornings, he 
walks or catches a bus to Iron Gate. 

What does he like best about Iron Gate? “Indian tacos. My grandmother was 
Creek.” 

What else does he like about Iron Gate? “Feeding the people; I don’t have a 
bad heart. And passing the time away.”

What is his message to the world? “I need me a job.” Leon Dangerfield
A Quiet Man



Jen n I F er a n d an d r ew a r e a s u cc e s s s t o ry.

They have been homeless, jobless, addicted to meth and—for Jennifer—a 
victim of child sexual abuse. Not anymore. They are drug free with housing 
and jobs. Best of all, they have one another and their dog Morra. 

Until Jennifer was seven, her mother let men abuse her in exchange for 
drugs. Then she was adopted by a family in Chelsea, Oklahoma. At 17 she 
had a baby and was happy. “All I ever wanted to be was a mother. I wanted 
something to love.”

Ten years and two more children later, she loved meth more than her family 
and left them. “Drugs took me down a dark path.”

In Boston, his hometown, Andy started smoking marijuana at 15; by 18 he 
was shooting heroine. After six years of that life, his grandmother persuaded 
him to come live with her in Foyil, Oklahoma. That’s where he and Jennifer 
spent their darkest years.

“Meth was everywhere,” she. “People left it on our doorstep. You could drive 
down the street and smell it cooking.” 

They were homeless and high together for two years. Then they 
decided to get clean. “We were sick and tired of being sick and tired.” It was a 
tough but determined recovery. They lived in a tent, got an apartment and was 
evicted, got jobs but lost them when their vehicle stopped running. 

They still have no transportation, but they have housing and they’re two years 
clean. They’re also two years married. Iron Gate and Trinity staff arranged all 
the details—clothes, flowers, cake and hotel honeymoon—for what Jennifer 
calls her “white dress day” church wedding.

“Being homeless is a job in itself,” Andy said. “People see you carrying a 
backpack and they don’t want to have anything to do with you,” Jennifer said.

And yet, they say they don’t regret their homeless years. “It humbles you,” 
Andy said. “Hunger hurts the most.” That’s why they appreciate Iron Gate. 

“You wake up hungry, and you’ve got somewhere to go. People leave here with 
a smile on their face. Iron Gate even welcomes our pets.

“To be here feeding people 365—that’s beautiful. Iron Gate changes lives. It 
changed ours.”  

Andrew and Jennifer
Lemieux with Morra
SMALL TOWNS, BIG DRUG PROBLEMS



“I d o n’t F ly a s I G n,” mat t h ew s a I d. “I F ly w I t h m y h at.”

Flying a sign means holding up a cardboard sign asking for money. Matthew 
accepts donations in his ball cap and in return offers candy bars he buys in 
bulk or colorful, cord friendship bracelets he makes. 

The 24-year-old talks with a street lingo like something out of Damon 
Runyon. “Blue shirts” are Tulsa Police officers; “tan shirts” are with the 
Sheriff ’s Department. “Tan shirts don’t mess with us much,” he said; “they 
have more important stuff to do.” A lot of the blue shirts don’t like fliers, he 
said, but some give him tips on day jobs. Others are rougher, once pepper 
spraying him in the face.

He can make almost $50 a day working construction or other day jobs at $8 
an hour. The money he makes flying goes for his rent, for his food and for cat 
food for his tabby cat and to pay off his fines. 

Matthew says he has $6,000 in fines, has been arrested 24 times and is almost 
finished with probation. 

“I had a hard life,” he said. “Not sad—interesting.” Childhood with his 
grandmother was good until he was taken into DHS custody at age 9. When 
he was reunited with his mother some years later, he lived in a tent on the 
front yard. “Every day she’d set out some snacks and a gallon of water for me, 
then lock the door and leave.” He ran away at 14.

He was 20 when he came downtown to live on the streets. That first night 
as he slept in a downtown parking garage someone stole his duffle bag of 
clothes. “Even my hat. I hunted for that hat for two months. Finally found it 
in an abandoned campsite.”

On the streets, Matthew made friends, began eating at Iron Gate and going to 
the Youth Services of Tulsa’s Drop-In Center. For three years he was addicted 
to K-2 and methamphetamine. “I used to cut myself, too,” he said. 

Currently Matthew is staying with friends for a nominal rent, but maintains a 
fierce loyalty to his street friends, or “streets.” “I love my streets,” he said. “I’ll 
never leave them. They help me out. The streets are like my family.” Matthew Kernel

DAY JOBS AND PANHANDLING



when nancy’s 32-year-old husband chrIstopher dIed 
suddenly on valentIne’s day, her world Fell apart. 

That was nine years ago and at 47 she still cannot talk about his death without 
weeping.

“The holidays are the worst,” she said. “Now Christmas is coming.”

Their marriage had been hard for the young Native American couple 
(Seminole.) Christopher was an alcoholic and abusive husband who had been 
imprisoned. Once released and relocated in Tulsa he changed, Nancy said. 

Then the entire family came down with the flu. The clinic gave Christopher 
a flu shot, sent the family home and told them to drink lots of fluids. Five 
days later, Christopher went into a coma and died. “They said it was a diabetic 
coma,” Nancy said, “but he didn’t have diabetes. He’d never been sick a day 
in his life.”

Nancy was left a widow with five children under the age of ten. The youngest 
was a sixth-month-old baby. She worked long hours to support them; one job 
was a 12-hour shift. 

When their car was stolen, transportation became a major concern. The family 
had to rely on public transportation. “I got up at 5:00 a.m. to catch the earliest 
bus (6:00 a.m.) to get the kids to school and day care, then caught another bus 
to work, then a third bus to pick up the kids and a fourth bus to go home.”

Diabetes, and the resulting loss of vision, now prevents her from working. 
Medical care is a constant concern. So is money.

Nancy, four of her children and two granddaughters live together in a house 
near downtown Tulsa. 

“I’m on a strict budget,” she said, “$2,200 a month. My rent is $700 a month.” 
The family has no food stamps. 

They often come to Iron Gate—Nancy, daughter Akeeyah, 22, granddaughters 
Leann, 3, and Natalie, 2. The little girls love Iron Gate, Nancy said, especially 
the Kids’ Packs of snacks. Sometimes the four catch a city bus, other times, 
they walk to save money. “It takes us 35 minutes,” Nancy said, “unless the girls 
are pokey. Then it takes longer.”  

She is frantically concerned about Christmas approaching. She has no money for 
gifts for the family. “Last year I didn’t even put up a tree. It’s just too sad.”  

Nancy Stewart
YOUNG MATRIARCH OF THE FAMILY



steve walks 25 mIles a day alonG a reGular rou te “cannInG.”

That means he pushes a grocery cart and collects scrap metal to sell. 

He and his grocery cart are a familiar sight in midtown. Some people wave to 
him, some don’t. He doesn’t care. “They’re going where they’re going and I’m 
going where I’m going. I’m not much of a talker, unless I know you.” 

His routine is the same every day: up about 6:30 a.m. and to Iron Gate when 
it opens at 8:00 where he has been a regular for ten years or more. From 
there, he follows a regular route to Borg Compressed Steel, a scrap metal yard, 
where he is allowed to sell nine pounds of anything. Copper currently sells 
for $3.50 a pound; aluminum cans are 40 cents a pound. Steve collects mostly 
aluminum cans. 
 
Along the way, he feeds his feline friends: Whitey, Spot, Little Gray, Big Gray 
and others. Sometimes he stops by a friend’s house to share a Miller. 
 
Steve, 56, lives on the street and is back at his camp between 5:00-7:00 p.m. 
A full day’s work earns him about $8, or 32 cents a mile. 

He hasn’t always canned for a living, but he has worked all of his life. At age 
12 he had a lawn service, was a dishwasher by 14, managed a restaurant when 
he was 15 and began roofing when he was 16.  “I’m the best at 16 different 
skills and trades. I like every job I’ve ever had.” 

Childhood wasn’t easy. His parents had five children in 5 ½ years. His mother 
whipped them with an extension cord and was institutionalized three times. 
He remembers she cooked three meals a day. “Always biscuits and gravy for 
breakfast,” he said, “cornbread, beans and potatoes for lunch and dinner, but 
every Sunday, she made sure we had meat on the table.”

For three years he canned on weekends while working other jobs during the 
week. Now canning is his full time occupation. Steve always names his grocery 
cart. The current one is Charlie. “I had a red-handled one named Lucy.”

Is he happy? “I don’t have any reason to be sad.”

Does he have a drinking problem? The usually jovial Steve is incensed. “Why 
would you ask me that? Do I ask you that?”

Steve’s message to the world: “I love you. God loves you. Love everyone!”

Steven Dale Hitt
PROFESSIONAL CANNER



The Numbers

Iron Gate is one of Tulsa’s largest hunger relief agencies.

Our mission is simple: we feed people.

Since 2006, the number of people coming to us for food assistance has increased 407 percent.

FAQ:
1.  Is everyone who comes to Iron Gate homeless? 

No.  The demographics are different for our soup kitchen and grocery pantry.  For the 
soup kitchen, 64 percent live on the street or stay in shelters.  For the grocery pantry, 84 
percent have housing.

2.  How many come to Iron Gate? 
We serve an average of 700 meals every morning in the soup kitchen. 
We serve about 300 families a week with emergency groceries. 
We hand out 1,200 Kids’ Packs every month.

3.  How is Iron Gate financed? 
All of our funds are contributions from individuals, foundations, the faith community, 
businesses and social organizations. It costs $3,000 a day to keep our gates open.

Please Help by Making YOUR Donation Today

 (  ) $100 will provide a hot meal for 373 homeless people.
 (  ) $200 will pay for coffee for a week in the soup kitchen.
 (  ) $500 will provide bread in grocery bags for 400 families.
 (  ) $1,000 will provide 200 Kids’ Packs for youth.
 (  ) $3,000 will underwrite Iron Gate for one day.

Every contribution of any amount is valued—every penny counts.
You can donate by mail, in person, by phone or online.

Iron Gate 
501 South Cincinnati Ave – Tulsa OK 74103

918-359-9001 | www.irongatetulsa.org 

Visit Iron Gate on Facebook to keep up with our news and activities.
www.facebook.com/irongatetulsa

The Numbers
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