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Introduction

Deep beneath the bustling streets of New York City lies a network of abandoned rail lines, forgotten service
tunnels, and disused subway infrastructure that has, over the decades, become a hidden refuge for a unique
community. Often referred to as the “mole people,” these individuals have carved out a life in the shadows of the city
that never sleeps. While the term evokes mystery and intrigue, the reality of tunnel dwellers is a complex tapestry of
survival, resilience, and community. This article explores the history, everyday realities, challenges, and future
prospects of life in the subterranean world beneath Manhattan, Brooklyn, Queens, and the Bronx.

Historical Context of New York’s Underground

From Early Railways to Modern Subways

The roots of New York’s underground system trace back to the early 19th century with the construction of the Erie
Canal and the first railroads that crisscrossed the city. As the population exploded, the need for rapid transit led to
the creation of the first subway line in 1904. Over time, the city expanded its tunnel network to include service
corridors, maintenance shafts, and emergency passages. Many of these tunnels, once bustling with activity, fell into
disuse as newer, more efficient routes were built.

The Rise of Abandoned Tunnels

By the mid-20th century, several sections of the subway and rail infrastructure were deemed redundant. As
maintenance budgets tightened, the city began decommissioning certain lines. The abandoned tunnels, often
sealed off and left to decay, became a canvas for those seeking shelter away from the surface. The allure of
darkness, relative safety from street crime, and the low cost of living in these spaces attracted a diverse group of
residents.

The Modern Underground Landscape

Geographic Distribution

While many people imagine the mole people living in the tunnels beneath Manhattan, the reality is that
communities are spread across all five boroughs. In Brooklyn, former service tunnels of the IND and BMT lines
provide shelter. Queens’ abandoned freight corridors and the old Rockaway Beach rail line host some of the
densest underground populations. The Bronx and Staten Island also have their own pockets of subterranean
dwellers, often in older rail yards and utility tunnels.

Infrastructure and Conditions

These tunnels vary widely in size and condition. Some are narrow, claustrophobic passageways with concrete walls
and rusted metal beams. Others are wide, echoing chambers that once served as train yards, now repurposed into
makeshift homes. Many tunnels lack proper ventilation, lighting, or water supply, making daily life a constant
negotiation with environmental hazards.

Daily Life Underground



Housing and Space Allocation

Space in the tunnels is a precious commodity. Residents often share small rooms or create layered living spaces by
stacking furniture and storage units. The layout is dictated by the tunnel's architecture; a straight tunnel might
become a linear apartment, while a branching junction can be subdivided into separate units. Despite the cramped
conditions, many dwellers have developed ingenious systems for organizing belongings and maintaining a sense of
privacy.

Food, Water, and Hygiene

Access to clean water and nutritious food is a significant challenge. Some tunnels have improvised water collection
systems, such as rain barrels or condensation capture devices. Others rely on surface donations, scavenged food,
or the occasional visit from friends who bring groceries. Hygiene is maintained through community-shared showers,
handwashing stations, and makeshift toilets. The lack of proper sanitation can lead to health issues, but the
community often develops informal support networks to address these problems.

Work and Income

Many tunnel residents work in nearby businesses, construction sites, or as independent contractors. Some are
employed in the transit system itself, while others find jobs in retail, food service, or gig economy roles. A few rely
on informal economies, such as selling handmade crafts or offering services like repair work and transportation
between the surface and the tunnels. The economic reality is often precarious, but the community demonstrates
adaptability in finding income sources.

Social Structure and Community

Despite the isolation, underground dwellers form tight-knit communities. Social bonds are forged through shared
experiences, collective problem-solving, and mutual support. Community meetings, often held in central tunnel
hubs, address issues ranging from maintenance projects to conflict resolution. These gatherings foster a sense of
belonging and collective identity, crucial for mental well-being in an environment that can feel alienating.

Challenges and Resilience

Health Risks and Environmental Hazards

Living underground exposes residents to a range of health risks. Poor ventilation can lead to mold growth,
respiratory problems, and exposure to hazardous gases. The absence of natural light can cause vitamin D
deficiency and affect circadian rhythms. Moreover, the structural integrity of some tunnels is uncertain, posing
collapse risks. Despite these dangers, many residents employ makeshift ventilation systems, use fans, and
maintain regular checks on tunnel stability.

Legal Status and Housing Rights

The legality of residing in abandoned tunnels is murky. While the city may not actively evict residents from some
spaces, the lack of official recognition means that occupants lack formal housing rights, access to public services,
and protection under tenant laws. This legal ambiguity can lead to tension with authorities, especially when city
officials conduct inspections or propose redevelopment projects.

Stigma and Public Perception

Societal attitudes toward underground dwellers often skew toward sensationalism or pity. Media coverage can
portray them as “mole people” in a way that reinforces stereotypes rather than presenting nuanced realities. This
stigma can hinder efforts to secure support, resources, or policy changes that could improve living conditions.



Resilience Strategies

Despite these obstacles, the underground community showcases remarkable resilience. Residents create social
safety nets, share resources, and collaborate on infrastructure improvements. Some have formed alliances with
local NGOs to advocate for better sanitation facilities, legal recognition, and emergency services. Their collective
action demonstrates a proactive approach to transforming a precarious existence into a sustainable community.

Interactions with the Surface

Communication Channels

While the tunnels are physically isolated, many residents maintain communication with the surface through phones,
community newsletters, and social media. Some have established informal “gatekeepers” who act as liaisons with
city officials, charities, and law enforcement. These individuals help negotiate access to essential services and
relay community concerns.

Community Outreach and Support

Various nonprofits and community organizations have taken an interest in the tunnel dwellers. Programs focusing
on health screenings, educational workshops, and housing assistance have been introduced in some boroughs.
These initiatives aim to bridge the gap between underground residents and mainstream support systems, fostering
greater integration and well-being.

Legal Advocacy and Policy Initiatives

In recent years, advocacy groups have campaigned for legal recognition of underground dwellers. Proposals
include zoning amendments that allow for the retrofitting of tunnels into safe, regulated housing and the inclusion of
these residents in city welfare programs. While progress has been slow, the conversation has begun to shift toward
a more inclusive perspective.

Safety and Health Concerns

Emergency Preparedness

Emergency response in subterranean environments is complicated. Firefighters and paramedics must navigate
narrow passages and contend with limited visibility. Residents have developed emergency protocols, such as
designated exits, fire suppression devices, and communication systems to alert surface teams in case of incidents.

Public Health Initiatives

City health departments occasionally conduct outreach programs to assess the health status of underground
residents. Vaccination drives, mental health counseling, and sanitation workshops are among the services offered.
However, the frequency and reach of these initiatives are often limited due to logistical constraints and the transient
nature of some communities.

Legal and Ethical Considerations

Property Rights and Eviction Risks

The question of property ownership in abandoned tunnels is complex. While the city retains ownership, the lack of
formal lease agreements creates a gray zone. Residents face potential eviction if the city decides to repurpose or
demolish the tunnel. Legal advocacy is crucial to ensure that residents’ rights are protected and that any relocation
is conducted fairly.



Ethical Responsibility of City Agencies

City agencies have an ethical obligation to address the humanitarian aspects of underground living. This includes
ensuring access to basic services, protecting residents from hazardous conditions, and facilitating pathways to
formal housing. Ethical considerations also involve respecting the autonomy and cultural practices of the
underground community while ensuring safety and compliance with building codes.

Balancing Urban Development and Humanitarian Needs

New York City’s rapid development often clashes with the needs of marginalized populations. Urban renewal
projects can inadvertently displace underground residents or destroy their makeshift habitats. Policymakers must
balance infrastructure modernization with the preservation of community ties, ensuring that development projects
incorporate inclusive planning and support mechanisms.

Stories from the Depths

Life of aTunnel Farmer

Maria, a resident in a Brooklyn tunnel, grew up in a cramped space but now runs a small garden in a repurposed
storage area. Using hydroponics, she cultivates herbs and leafy greens, providing fresh produce for her neighbors
and occasional sales on the surface. Maria’s story illustrates how ingenuity can transform a bleak environment into
a source of nourishment and community pride.

From Construction Worker to Advocate

Jamal, a former construction worker, began living in a tunnel after a job loss. He became a community organizer,
leading efforts to secure better ventilation and sanitation. His advocacy has resulted in the installation of a portable
air filtration system that benefits dozens of residents. Jamal’s journey underscores the potential for leadership
within underground communities.

Art in the Dark

In Queens, a group of tunnel dwellers has turned abandoned walls into canvases, creating murals that depict the
city’s history and their own stories. These artworks not only beautify the space but also serve as a form of
expression and a bridge to the surface culture. The project has attracted attention from local art schools, fostering
collaborative exhibitions that highlight the underground’s creative spirit.

Future Outlook

Potential for Adaptive Reuse

Urban planners are increasingly considering the adaptive reuse of abandoned tunnels. Proposals include
converting tunnels into affordable housing units, community centers, or underground markets. Such projects could
provide safer, regulated environments while preserving the historical significance of the infrastructure.

Technological Innovations

Advances in ventilation technology, renewable energy, and modular construction could transform the living
conditions of underground residents. Portable solar panels, water recycling systems, and 3D-printed modular units
could offer sustainable, cost-effective solutions tailored to the unique constraints of subterranean spaces.

Policy Shifts and Social Inclusion

There is growing recognition of the need for inclusive policies that address the rights of marginalized populations. If
city officials adopt frameworks that prioritize human rights,
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