The Nitpicking Nation

By STEPHANIE ROSENBLOOM

THEY are single, gay, straight, biracial, conservative, liberal and tattooed —
and they have as many preferences for a potential roommate as an online
dater has for a potential lover. They are bankers, fetishists, self-declared nerds
and drug users. They have old wounds and new hopes, and are willing to
barter their cooking and sexual expertise for free or discounted rent.

They are all seeking and selling housing on Craigslist.org, the electronic listing
service with sites in all 50 states and more than 200 worldwide. And because
users pay nothing (for now) and are able to go on at length about who they are
and what they want, their postings provide a sociological window into housing
trends and desires across the country, from the neon cityscape of the Las
Vegas Strip to the wheat fields of Wichita, Kan.

Myriad other sites provide roommate-matching services, but in the last
decade Craigslist has emerged as the gold standard. It is easy to navigate, has
an extensive number of listings and does not require people to complete an
online sign-up sheet to view postings in their entirety. And the intimate and
sometimes politically incorrect nature of Craigslist postings can make them
fun to read — amusing, frank and even kinky.

Perhaps the most eyebrow-raising thing about the housing listings is the
abundance of users — even young, savvy residents of anything-goes
metropolises like Los Angeles and Miami — who want mellow, nonpartying
roommates. Las Vegas sounds more like Snore City if you judge it by its
housing listings. And New Yorkers can come off sounding square. "No parties"
and "no drama" are common refrains.

There are exceptions, but even club-hopping Paris Hilton hopefuls seem to
have their limits. As four women (ages 19 to 22) seeking a fifth roommate in
Boston wrote, "We want a partier, not a puker."

People in their 20's often list their alma maters and request a roommate in
their own age group. Cleanliness is a must, or at least "clean-ish," "decently
clean" or "clean in public spaces." And spending life with a "professional”



appears to be just as important to users of Craigslist's housing listings as it is
to users of Match.com.

Some listings have stirred up trouble, however, and the Chicago Lawyers'
Committee for Civil Rights Under Law, a nonprofit group, has filed a lawsuit
in federal court against Craigslist for "publishing housing advertisements
which exclude prospective tenants on the basis of race, gender, family status,
marital status, national origin and religion."

A news release issued by the organization said that the Craigslist postings
contained such language as "no minorities," "African-Americans and Arabians
tend to clash with me so that won't work out," "ladies, please rent from me,"

"non

"requirements: clean godly Christian male," "will allow only single

occupancy," and "no children."”

The suit is addressed on Craigslist: "Although in all likelihood this suit will be
dismissed on the grounds that Internet sites cannot legally be held liable for
content posted by users, Craigslist has no need to hide behind this well-
established immunity."

The statement also says that Craigslist respects constitutionally protected free
speech rights and that "discriminatory postings are exceedingly uncommon,
and those few that do reach the site are typically removed quickly by our users
through the flagging system that accompanies each ad."

Craig Newmark, the founder of Craigslist, said that its "culture of trust"
inspires users to be straightforward. In fact, some users do not even feel
compelled to embellish the descriptions of their spaces, as housing
advertisements commonly do. Rather, they take a certain pride in the gritty
crudeness of their offerings. A small room for rent in the East Village is
described as "definitely a young person's apartment” with "two small junky
TV's that we have cheap antennas on, but we get the normal channels, and
that is enough for us."

"There is no window," the listing says, "but you have a full-sized door."

And where else do you find housing listings that include candid photographs
of the owner or leaseholder instead of the property they are advertising? (A
man in Fort Lauderdale, Fla., compromised and included images of his bare
room and his bare chest.)



Indeed, Craigslist is where sex and real estate can truly merge. Near Dallas, a
married couple are looking for a female roommate "with benefits." A listing
for Astoria, Queens, reads: "I am offering a free room for up to three months
for any females who are ticklish." A single man in Los Angeles is offering foot
massages and free rent to women with comely feet.

Those are some of the tamer overtures, though the majority of roommate
listings are not suggestive.

But just who are the most desirable roommates?

Many people prefer women to men. There are women who feel more
comfortable sharing a home with someone of the same sex, men who say they
get along better with female housemates, and a few cyberspace Casanovas who
want to take a shot at turning a roommate into a bedmate. Interns are also
desirable, apparently because they are thought to be hard-working,
responsible and willing to pay good money for cramped rooms.

But couples are sometimes lumped into a list of the unacceptable, like
cigarette smoking. Over all, Democrats are more vocal than Republicans in
expressing a desire not to live with the opposing party, though two "hip
professional guys" found elusive harmony on Capitol Hill: "One guy is
straight, and one is gay. One is a Republican, and the other is a Democrat,"
they wrote in a listing for a third roommate. "We appreciate and welcome
diversity."

Users in the San Francisco Bay Area appear to be among the least interested
in rooming with a pet. This area had the highest percentage of "no pets"
listings during a key-word search last Thursday (slightly more than 16 percent
of 32,295 housing listings). In Boston, about 14 percent of 45,880 listings said
"no pets."

Dallas, Wyoming and Birmingham, Ala., seemed quite pet-friendly by
comparison: only about 1 percent of the housing listings in each location said
"no pets." But Wichita, Kan., emerged as one of the most accepting places,
with less than 1 percent of the listings snubbing pets.

In some parts of the country Craigslist housing postings are an essential part
of the real estate biosphere. New York is by far the leader in this regard (it had
some 180,245 housing listings last Thursday).



Mr. Newmark said there were two reasons for that. "New York real estate is
kind of a blood sport," he said, "and also, because our site is free, brokers tend
to post a lot of redundant ads."

He said he hoped to address that problem in a matter of weeks by beginning to
charge a fee.

Although Mr. Newmark has not studied how the number of housing listings
fluctuates day to day, he believes they remain fairly steady on weekdays and
drop off on weekends.

Boston had 45,880 housing listings last Thursday, and the San Francisco Bay
Area had 32,295. In other places like Montana and Louisville, Ky., there were
just a few hundred postings, and North Dakota had fewer than 100.

The New York listings include some of the most expensive, precarious sleeping
arrangements in the country. A sofa bed in the living room/kitchen of a one-
bedroom apartment on 55th Street between Eighth and Ninth Avenues is
$683 a month. You could get a 780-square-foot one-bedroom cottage in
Savannah, Ga., for $665 a month. A couch on the West Coast, in a Los Angeles
apartment belonging to three actors, is merely $400 a month and includes
utilities, cable, Netflix membership, Starbucks wireless membership and
wireless Internet, as well as household staples like toothpaste and shampoo.

New Yorkers are also adept at constructing what the military calls a zone of
separation. A woman with an apartment at Union Square posted a
photograph, not of the bedroom she wanted to rent out for $1,150 a month,
but of a large divider she planned to use to create the bedroom from part of
her living room.

Near Columbus Circle, a "very small, but cozy space enclosed by tall
bookshelves and bamboo screens" is listed for $1,700 a month. Potential
occupants are advised that they must be older than 30 and cannot wear shoes
inside the apartment, smoke, consume alcohol, invite guests over or have
"sleepovers."

A plethora of "no smokers" statements in the New York housing listings make
it appear that the public smoking ban has infiltrated private spaces, too.



But while cigarettes are a deal breaker for some, a number of Craigslist users
across the country (Denver and Boulder, Colo.; San Francisco; Boston; and
Portland, Ore., to name but a few) say that they are "420 friendly," slang for
marijuana use. References to 420 were nonexistent in other cities, including
Little Rock, Ark.; Santa Fe, N.M.; and Boise, Idaho.

There are also myriad references to amenities, everything from the use of old
record collections and video games to a trapeze suspended in a Brooklyn loft.
A posting for a room for rent in Detroit lacks images of the property, though
there is a photograph of the L.C.D. television.

And if nothing else, Craigslist housing postings in the United States confirm
the zaniness of the hunt and provide a taste of the free-spirited, random
connections that have always been part of the experience.

A posting in Asheville, N.C., says that two 21-year-old women are planning to
drive almost 20 hours to Austin, Tex., this summer, where they will rent a
two-bedroom apartment for $550 a month. "We are looking for one or two
(yeah, you can bring a buddy) cool people to ride out there and split an
apartment with us," the listing reads. "Are you up for being spontaneous?"

Would-be Jack Kerouacs, take note: they hit the road at the end of the month.



