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Washington, DC Oral History Project 
 

Transcription of Interview with Eric Sheptock on October 12, 2012  
at Martin Luther King Jr. Public Library, Washington, DC 

 
AK:  Alison Kootstra, Interviewer 
ES:  Eric Sheptock, Interviewee 
 
[0:00:00]  
 
AK:  Alright.  So, my name is Alison Kootstra and I’m here with Eric Sheptock at the MLK 
Library in Washington, DC. It’s October 12, 2011.  And Eric, do I have your permission-- 
 
ES:  No, it’s not, it’s 2012. 
 
AK:  2012, you’re right! 
 
ES:  (laughs) 
 
AK:  Oh, my goodness.  Anyway, it’s October 12, 2012.  And Eric, do I have your permission to 
record this interview? 
 
ES:  Yes you do. 
 
AK:  Alright.  So, we just finished up an interview with StacieNicole and so I wanted to ask a 
couple of follow-up questions from that interview and then talk a little bit more about your 
advocacy and how you’ve seen DC change over the last couple of years since you’ve been here.   
 
I guess, I wanted to start off with one of the stories you had mentioned briefly with StacieNicole 
about coming here and arriving in DC at the Greyhound Bus station and giving money to a 
woman there and having her be arrested and, for panhandling inside the station.  You had said 
that that moment kind of was indicative of the relationship between the city and law enforcement 
and unhoused people in DC.  I was wondering if you could tell me a little bit more about how 
you viewed that incident and what it tells us about the, that relationship, that broader relationship 
as you’ve experienced it. 
 
ES:  Well, I mean what, what really bothered me about, about it was that even though I was 
willing to give it to her, he still arrested her.  I mean, I think that those types of policies against 
panhandling are really in place because of people who don’t want to be asked for money, but 
when you’re willing to give and it’s not a problem and you’re not giving because you feel like 
you have to then then I don’t think that that they should be so hard.   
 
Actually, this came up in my interview yesterday with Huffington Post--it was a panel discussion 
basically.  I actually agree with Neal Donovan, the director of the National Coalition for the 
Homeless, who was on the interview in that he said that what you don’t want is aggressive 
panhandling.  You don’t want people to be aggressive when they’re panhandling and to make 
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you feel like you have to give it to them even if you don’t want to.  Aggression is illegal in all 
instances whether it’s panhandling or otherwise and so having laws against aggression is good, 
but having laws against panhandling is not good because basically you tell a person who is in 
need that they can’t talk to you about what their need is.  
 
AK:  That incident, you also talked about law enforcement. What do you think the relationship 
between law enforcement and the unhoused population of DC is? 
 
[0:03:00] 
 
ES:  Well, that actually was a Greyhound security guard, not the regular police, but I think it’s all 
the same basically.  Here in DC fortunately we have the Washington Legal Clinic for the 
Homeless.  They’re lawyers who tell homeless people about their rights.  They also do sensitivity 
trainings with the police to make sure the police don’t mistreat the homeless, that they 
understand the plight of the homeless and so forth.  That has really insulated the homeless 
community here in DC from the abuses that they experience from law enforcement in other 
cities.   
 
I mean, cops are still kind of looked down on as being the aggressor or the enemy if you will.  
Here in DC you can legally lie on public spaces; you can sit down and lie down in public spaces-
-except on federal property.  So there’s not an awful lot of police brutality against the homeless 
here in DC.   
 
Every once in a while you get an incident.  There was an incident, I guess maybe about a year or 
so ago now, where a homeless man in a wheelchair was picked up by the cops; dragged out 
several feet and then slammed to the ground.  There was a big incident around that, but then he 
settled with Metro.  It was actually the Metro Transit cops that done it.  And he settled with 
Metro and he said he didn’t want his story put out there anymore.  There were groups that were 
coming out against police brutality who wanted to use his story, but he didn’t want his story used 
and so he just got whatever Metro gave him and went off into the shadows. 
 
AK:  You’re obviously a very public figure for the homeless community, but could you maybe 
talk a little bit why you think people like this gentleman who have stories choose not to share 
them? 
 
ES:  Well, a lot of people, even though they have a story that could really help a lot of other 
people that just don’t want to be in the limelight.  I’m guessing that they might have some 
skeletons in the closet.  I mean, they might get picked on because— 
 
This guy actually was drinking.  The incident began with him having alcohol.  He was in a 
wheelchair, but he had some alcohol and he was within fifteen feet of a Metro station.  That’s 
why they cops, the transit cops were allowed to come up and approach him about it.  Had he 
been a few more feet away from the subway station he would have been out of their jurisdiction, 
but, I mean it kind of reminds me that--   
 
[0:05:56] 
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It’s like, Rosa Parks.  We all know about Rosa Parks who wouldn’t give up her seat on the bus in 
Montgomery, Alabama back in 1955.  I was told that that there was a teenaged girl before Rosa 
Parks who did the exact same thing.  But she was a teen mother who had gotten pregnant out of 
wedlock and Martin Luther King Jr.  was actually worried that if they had a really kind of 
exposed her story and talked about her bravery not giving up her seat on the bus that people 
would ostracize her for being a teen mother and it would have the reverse affect.  I think that’s a 
lot of what we’re dealing with here.  Then there are folk who are just shy.  Just don’t want to be 
out. 
 
AK:  You had mentioned that you originally came to DC to be a an advocate against the war, the 
Iraq War.  What kept you here when you came and what led you to be a homeless advocate? 
 
ES:  Okay.  Well, I arrived here July 31, 2005 and I was homeless at the time.  About a day or 
two after I got here I found out about the Franklin School Shelter and I began staying there.  On 
September 24, 2005, I went to my first war protest.  There were about a quarter million people 
and it began by the, what’s that, not Lincoln, oh, the Washington Monument.  Then from there I 
just went to several different war protests; I’ve seen as many as half a million people.   
 
In January 2007, I went to a war protest on Capitol Hill.  There were about a half million people 
there and we had some really bright cops--and I say that sarcastically--but (laughs) they got this 
really bright idea.  They had decided to park a city bus across the road as a barricade and then for 
about three hundred feet they had these steel barricades going down the yellow line.  They 
wanted the crowd to come down--it was taking up the entire width of the road case it was a half a 
million people--wanted to squeeze into one half of the road and go down one side of the 
barricades to where this bus was blocking the road, do a U-turn and go back where they came 
from.  But they had no sound equipment and a half a million people. (laughs) So they couldn’t 
give instruction. They figured, Okay let’s just move the bus and let them just walk straight 
through.  And so they began to move the bus and for some strange reason they drove the bus 
toward the crowd instead of driving it away from the crowd.  
 
[0:08:46] 
 
As they began to move the bus, I’m at the front of the crowd and I see Jesse Jackson sitting on 
the other side of the bus.  I start walking toward him. (cell phone rings) A cop came in from the 
side to cut me off and stop me from going to talk to Jesse Jackson.  So I shouted.  I said, “Yo, 
Jesse.  I want to shake your hand.”  The cop stopped and I walked up to Jessie and shook his 
hand and then the organizers heard my voice.  I think they wanted to pull me away from Jessie 
also, but they said, With a voice like yours we need you for crowd control. So I began to shout 
and folks began to move and the bus got through.  (laughs)  So my big mouth came in handy.   
 
Well, anyway, that was in January ’07.  But in June of 2006 while I was at the Franklin School 
Shelter, two ladies came in.  One was Mary Ann Luby, she was a retired nun and she was 
actually working for the Washington Legal Clinic for the Homeless, and the other was a lady 
named Becky Sambol.  They told us about the impending closure of the shelter that two mayors 
back, Anthony Williams was going to close Franklin School Shelter which at that time had two 
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hundred and forty men.  He was going to open up another shelter that held a hundred and twenty 
men.  So half the guys have nowhere to go.  They keep you fighting over crumbs basically.  They 
put out two hundred and forty guys and then create another shelter that holds half of that.  And so 
they’re like, What are we going to do about this.  About a dozen guys out of two hundred and 
forty formed the Committee to Save Franklin Shelter.  I was some of them.  While we were 
advocating to keep the shelter open, another shelter, the CCNV shelter, went under renovation so 
they added sixty beds to Franklin School Shelter to make up for some of the beds that were being 
shut down due to renovation at CCNV.  And so Franklin got up to three hundred beds.  
 
So, I got involved in June 2006 and in November of 2006 one of the committee members, a guy 
named David Pirtle, he said to me, “Eric, everybody on the committee can use a computer except 
you.  If you can’t use a computer, we can’t use you.” And he took me down to the MLK Library-
-where we’re at--and he got a fifteen-minute session on one of the computers in the main lobby.  
And he began my Yahoo account.  And now I have been featured on the news because of my use 
of the computer.  
 
I have about two thousand eight hundred email contacts.  I have about fifteen thousand or so 
contacts in Facebook and about sixteen hundred on Twitter. I’ve been featured on the news not 
just because of my use of the computer.  I also often tell people, “If you use a computer, just 
being an average person, it’s no big deal.  But when a homeless person uses a computer, it’s 
front-page news.”  It’s not just me.  Any homeless person uses a computer at all, it’s big news.  
I’ve done several articles about that.  I began using them in November 2006 and then in 2010 its 
this big deal.  So it took four years.   
 
[0:12:29] 
 
In another instance, Michelle Obama had gone to Miriam’s Kitchen to feed the homeless and 
there was a homeless guy there who had a camera phone.  He took a picture of Michelle Obama 
with his camera phone and a third person took a picture of him with the camera phone.  That 
made the news.  Right after that happened, there were at least two different news outlets that did 
pieces on the fact that homeless people actually have cell phones.  It just really amazes them.  
There are people who did comments online saying, Well, if he can afford a camera phone, why 
can’t he pay rent?  And that to me is really idiotic.  I mean rent is sixteen hundred dollars a 
month.  A camera phone is three hundred dollars maybe if you get a really expensive one and 
then fifty a month for the bill.  So the price doesn’t compare. 
 
Then was a man who was working at the Department of Labor, the U.S.  Department of Labor, 
who got that picture of the homeless guy with a camera phone taking the picture of Michelle 
Obama and he put it in his email.  He sent out a derogatory email from his work email at the 
Department of Labor.  And my fellow homeless advocate Steve Thomas got a hold of that, sent it 
over to the Secretary of Labor.  It said, We don’t want the guy fired, but we want to sit at the 
table with you and talk about how to connect the homeless to jobs because one of your 
employees is saying derogatory things about the homeless from his work email.  So we went to 
the table with DOL and that conversation lasted for a while, but then things kind of fell apart and 
nothing good really came of it.  
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But (laughs), anyway--  It’s like I tell people all the time, “You can use a computer, I can use a 
computer.”  It’s like, “My brain works as well as yours if not better.”  But they’re amazed that 
we can use computers.  They’re even more amazed to find out that we have free access.  They’re 
like, Where do you access it?  The library.  Then when they find out that you have a lot of 
friends, that’s just throws them off big time.  And then when they find out that that you’re 
actually advocating for other homeless people instead of wallowing in pity, I mean, they don’t 
know what to say, they’re speechless then.   
 
[0:15:04] 
 
They have this picture of the homeless as being people who just stand in storefronts shaking a 
cup begging for change, but the homeless are actually very sociable.  I mean we sleep in beds 
that are often times only two feet apart.  You have dozens of guys in a dormitory and you have 
people who snore, who talk to themselves, or people who have normal conversations, but at two 
o’clock in the morning.  You have to deal with the whole gamut basically, the whole kitten 
caboodle.  We are very sociable in that even that person who begs for change, when they get 
through, they dump their change into their backpack and they walk to the park and they talk to 
other homeless people.  We’re actually very sociable.   
 
When I first came to DC as a homeless person, I went to a park, Franklin Park, and I saw people 
who looked like they might be homeless and I went up and I said, “Where’s the nearest homeless 
shelter?” They pointed across the road to Franklin School Shelter.  I went there.  It was too late, 
all the beds were filled.  I went back to the park.  I found somebody else.  I said, “Where’s the 
next shelter?” They pointed me to Central Union Mission.   
 
I walked up there, it was about ten blocks away and their policies actually scared me away.  
(laughs)  Well, what it was when I first went in everything went well and they signed me up for a 
bed.  Then you had to go to the church service and after the church service they said they’re 
going to pat you down.  I said, “But I’m already in the building.  I already got past security I 
thought I was good.”  They said, No, they’re patting you down for cigarettes. If you have 
cigarettes, a lighter or matches they take them away and they throw them out.  I had spent my 
last few dollars getting a pack of roll-up cigarettes and I wasn’t gonna let them take that.  Well, 
actually, first between check in and service I checked in then I went and I said to the person at 
the desk, “Can I go outside and smoke a cigarette now?”  And he said, “Cigarettes! You 
shouldn’t even have them on your person.”  He said, “We don’t allow cigarettes in here at all.”  
He said, “Because it’s your first night I’ll let you go hide them somewhere outside.  Go in the 
alley and hide them.”  So I went in the alley and I hid them but I kept my lighter in my pocket. 
Then after the church service they said, If you have lighters or cigarettes or matches we’re gonna 
throw them all out.  And that’s when I said, “Okay, now this is way too crazy for me.”  I went 
back outside, went to the alley, got my cigarettes and I left and I slept outside.   
 
[0:18:00] 
 
AK:  We talked a little bit about people’s perception of unhoused and their abilities to use 
technology.  I was wondering if you could tell me a little bit about how using technology has 
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changed your advocacy over the last, you’ve been here for the last, what?  You’ve been here 
eight— 
 
ES:  Seven years.  
 
AK:  Seven years now.   
 
ES:  Okay.  Well, when I first learned to use computers in November of 2006 I began to gather 
different emails, a lot of them from DC government.  Then whenever they needed any kind of 
repairs at the shelter I would email them over to DC government.  It’s like the paid employees 
often times didn’t send these emails about needed repairs.  I would sent it, and they’d come out 
and they’d fix it within twenty-four hours.  They were actually really good about that back then.   
 
Then I would also email about different problems that the homeless were having, if they were 
being mistreated by shelter staff or by the police or whatnot.  I actually got  a lot stuff done like 
that.  Or I would email about somebody who needed housing.  Well, actually they all need 
housing but there were some that who had very particular needs.  May--maybe they were 
handicapped or mentally ill.  I would connect them to different services via email.  In some cases 
I would send the email to one or two people, “This is what we need done.”  And nothing would 
get done.  I learned very quickly about how to cc.  And that if you cc fifty people then things get 
done more quickly because they can’t say they didn’t get the email.  That became my tactic for 
quite some time.   
 
Since then I’ve started using Facebook and Twitter.  I also have a blog and so I do a lot of public 
education, or popular education, around the homeless issue.  And, just like the guy that I told you 
about in Serbia.  After I was on the front page of the Washington Post, that went all over the 
world and people from various countries were reading the article in their language and a guy 
from Serbia--who actually speaks pretty good English--contacted me on Facebook and asked me.  
He said, “I have two questions for you.  Number one:  how can anybody be homeless in the 
United States when folks from other countries are trying so hard to get there to this land of 
opportunity? And the other question is: how can you not be angry?” And I said, “Well the second 
question is easier to answer.  Being angry does nothing good, you have to be proactive.  Don’t 
just get angry about the problem, figure out how to solve it and you’ll be more productive.  As 
for people coming here because it’s the land of opportunity, well, we have a lot of reverse 
immigration.”  I sent him some article links about reverse immigration.  How folks who were 
coming here seeking this all this opportunity, finding that there is none and going back to their 
country of origin.  I mean, even Obama in his State of the Union address, I think was last year 
actually, talked about the fact that folk are coming here from other countries, they’re being 
trained for these different jobs and becoming professionals taking their new-found skills back to 
their land of origin.  So there isn’t as much opportunity here as folks think there is. 
 
[0:21:51] 
 
AK:  So you saw great results being proactive.  Or you saw things moving. 
 
ES:  Right 
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AK:  How do you think advocacy for on behalf and of homeless people would change in DC if 
more homeless people used technology?  
 
ES:  Well, I’m not sure that an awful lot would change just because they were using technology.  
Because I think that the problems here in DC run a lot deeper than whether or not you can use 
the computer.  I mean, we’re really knocking heads with the free market basically is what it boils 
down to.  Two mayors back, Anthony Williams, same guy who wanted to close Franklin School 
Shelter--  We actually won that fight by the way.  We actually stopped the closure of Franklin 
under Mayor Anthony Williams and then the next mayor, Adrian Fenty--a man--came in and 
closed it in 2008.  But, Anthony Williams was the same guy who took away the rent cap and 
brought in what’s now called rent control.  The rent cap actually put a limit on how high the rent 
could go.  Rent control actually takes away that limit.  It says that you can raise the rent but only 
a certain percentage per year.  So rents have continued to skyrocket here in DC.  I was told that 
ten years ago the average rent was somewhere between seven and eight hundred dollars a month.  
Now it’s more like sixteen hundred dollars a month.  It has doubled in the past ten years.  And so 
that’s really what we’re up against.  And -- 
 
AK:  Do you-- 
 
ES:  --the city doesn’t really want to try to bring back the rent cap.  Landlords would really come 
out against that.  They want to have the right to charge these exorbitant rents.  Lack of affordable 
housing is the main cause of homelessness in this country.  If you try to bring back the rent cap 
you got to be ready for a major fight.  I’m ready for that fight.  I would love to take on all the 
landlords in the city but the government doesn’t really want to do that.  So as a concession they 
create social programs, but then they claim budgetary constraints and they and they scale down 
the social programs.  Social programs really are subsidies for corporations and various 
companies that either don’t want to pay a living wage or that want to charge exorbitant prices for 
their products and services.  That’s really what we’re up against.  So the poor are really being 
squeezed out between the high rents and the low wages and we have a government that really 
just worships the free market and doesn’t want to make any ruffles or any ripples in that system. 
 
[0:24:54] 
 
AK:  Can you give me an example, just walk me through how social services function as 
subsidies for companies? 
 
ES:  Well, I mean, it’s like the minimum wage here in DC is $8.25 an hour.  It’s been determined 
you have to make about thirty-two dollars an hour to live here in DC and that’s because the 
average rent is sixteen hundred dollars a month.  You shouldn’t pay more than thirty percent of 
your income in rent.  So you’d have to make about five thousand three hundred and thirty-three 
dollars a month or sixty four thousand dollars a year which comes out to thirty-two dollars an 
hour.  A lot of math I know, but that was my specialty in school, math.   
 
So the minimum wage here in DC, which is a dollar higher than the national, by the way, is 
about a quarter of what it takes to live here in the city.  I think that an employer should have to 
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pay you at least what it takes to live here in the city.  Because they don’t, because the employer 
is allowed to pay you a quarter of what it takes to live here in the city, I would say that the 
employers are underpaying people and that the social services kind of fill the gap for people who 
work in the city but can’t afford to live in the city.  That’s why I say that these social services are 
subsidies for these employers that don’t pay enough.   
 
And then of course, you have the landlords who are charging so much for rent.  I think that they 
should have to justify the amount of rent that they charge.  They should be given maybe a ten 
percent profit margin, but they’re allowed to charge as much as they want to.  It’s been proven 
by those who do even more math than I do that there’s a direct correlation between increasing 
rents and increasing homelessness and so in in either case it’s about that bottom line.  
 
[0:27:00] 
 
I mean, the employers want to pay you as little as possible to keep their bottom line as big as 
possible.  Then, of course, the landlords want to charge as much as possible which makes their 
bottom line look really good.  So I think that we really have to knock heads with the free market 
and say that certain services, or certain products and services that companies produce, are 
supposed to meet various human needs.  I mean landlords meet the need for housing.  If that 
housing is priced out of range for people, then people can’t afford that basic human need.  We 
understand it as far as food is concerned and there are different programs that will feed people 
because we understand folk need food to eat.  But then when it comes to rent, we take on a whole 
different mindset and say, Well if you can’t afford to live here just go live in the boondocks 
where life is cheaper. 
 
AK:  So why don’t-- I’m going to phrase this carefully.  So essentially landlords are saying, You 
can’t afford this rent so go live somewhere else. 
 
ES:  Right.  It’s not just landlords there are some politicians who will say that.  They usually 
won’t say it on camera.  It’s one of those things where you have to have either a hidden camera 
or maybe an iPod in your pocket or whatever--kinda like how they caught Romney.  (laughter) 
There are a lot of politicians who if they think they’re off the record will tell you up front that, 
Hey, if you can’t afford to pay sixteen hundred dollars a month rent move somewhere else.  I’ve 
heard that about the mayor, the present mayor Vince Gray. And--   
 
AK:  Where do they think you’ll go? 
 
ES:  Well, that’s the funny thing about it I guess, or the weird thing about it is that they don’t 
think things through.  I often tell this story of how that when I was living in Florida I saw these 
two guys get into an altercation.  One was probably a little bit smaller than me, he’s maybe one 
thirty, one forty, the other guy weighted about two twenty-five.  The big guy knocks the small 
guy down on the sidewalk, turns around, starts having a conversation like nothing was wrong.  
The little guy gets up hits him in the back of the head so hard and fast he falls forward on the 
sidewalk and breaks his nose.  They rolled him over.  I saw his nose turned completely to the 
side, bloody and everything.  I say all that to make the point that when you knock somebody 
down you have to realize, we fall down but we get up.  And when we get up you better be ready 



12 
 

for what’s coming.  It’s like the government doesn’t think things through. They just say, Okay, 
because of budgetary constraints we’re going to cut off this social service.  But look, initially you 
provided that social service because there was a human need.  You telling us that you have no 
money to keep providing that social service and what do you think, we’re just going to sit outside 
and freeze or we’re just gonna set out in the park and starve to death?  And we aren’t going on to 
go on to survival mode?  I mean, people are going to commit crimes of survival.   
 
[0:30:29] 
 
It’s like this whole thing with the rent where they say just move somewhere else.  Some folk for 
different reasons either can’t or won’t move somewhere else and they’ll just start breaking into 
the abandoned buildings or vacant apartments because this is where they’re from and they want 
to stay here.   
 
I see the same thing in terms of homeless being pushed out through various city policies.  I mean, 
there are cities that are creating policies that are literally pushing the homeless out of town.  
That’s what I talked about yesterday in the Huffington Post interview.  Even Mayor Michael 
Bloomberg in New York City has actually given the homeless free tickets to wherever they 
wanted to go in the country just to get them out of New York.  It’s like when they had the 
Olympics in Atlanta, they gave the homeless a ticket to anywhere in the country.  The same thing 
when the Jaguars came to Jacksonville, Florida.  And so it’s like they’ll send you from that city 
to another city and it turns out when you get into another city they’re probably also sending you 
to another city.  I kind of joke about it sometimes in tell folk, “Well, it’s like free travel.  That’s 
the silver lining in it all is that you get you get a free ticket from DC to New York, a free ticket 
from New York to Miami, so if you feel like traveling, there you have it.”  What I would say is 
that we need federal legislation to stop that because what happens a lot of times--   
 
Like here in DC, the DC council has talked about the fact that people are being sent by social 
services from the surrounding counties into DC.  In some cases the homeless are telling other 
homeless about the good services in DC because even though I know they aren’t that great, 
they’re better than they are in some other places.  Myself and other homeless folk have actually 
talked about the fact that even though these services aren’t that great, they’re better than what 
you get in other parts of the country.  I do commend them on that level.  But as they come into 
DC from other parts of the country, the council here in DC is saying, We don’t want folk from 
other parts of the country.  We have our own homeless people.  We can’t take care of the 
homeless people from other surrounding areas. Then you get this issue where cities are trying to 
downgrade the homeless services in order to discourage the homeless from coming in.  And that 
to me is a terrible indictment on the country when you actually have to downgrade your services 
to discourage any newcomers.   
 
[0:33:14] 
 
AK:  Have you seen that happen in DC over the last couple of years? 
 
ES:  Yes, actually I was part of a news interview about that on; I think it was Channel 9 actually 
that did the news piece.  That was also in the latter part of 2010, maybe three days after the 
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Washington Post article came out.  That actually has happened here in DC.  They actually made 
this law about homeless families that you could only receive immediate services if it’s freezing.  
You can be sheltered if it’s freezing, but beyond that you can’t get any additional services if 
you’re not from DC.  That law was built on the fact that out of a hundred and fifty families that 
applied for housing and other services here in DC, fifteen of those families were from outside of 
DC.  They’re from the DC metro area.  Here in DC because we’re not in a state, because this is a 
very small town, you get folk who live in DC and have friends and family in Maryland and 
Virginia or vice versa.  That happens a lot of times that that people just kinda go back and forth 
in this tri-state area.   
 
AK:  How did they establish residency for DC programs? 
 
ES:  Well, actually there is no residency law in DC.  That is a major sticking point for them 
because if you come in DC and you’re here for a half a second with the intent to stay, technically 
you are a DC resident.  There is no minimum time that you have to be here.  That’s really why 
that law can’t be enforced.  A lot of folk don’t know what their rights are but if you come to DC 
and you’ve been here for any length of time, even a half a second, with the intent to stay here in 
DC you are a DC resident.  Nobody can legally tell you that you can’t get DC services because 
you’re not a DC resident.   
 
AK:  And you don’t think that that is well known by— 
 
ES:  Well, that’s well known by the service providers, but it is not well known by the people who 
need the services.  They’ll hear service providers say, You’re not a DC resident, I can’t help you.  
And then they’ll walk away because they don’t know what their rights are.  But then the 
homeless advocates will sometimes find those people if we know about the case and we’ll tell 
them, Look, do you plan to stay here in DC? Is that what you want to do? They say, yes. We’ll 
say, Okay, then you are a DC resident.  Go back and get those services.   
 
[0:36:02] 
 
What I was going to say too though is that we need federal legislation that that makes homeless 
services across the country equal so that you don’t have to go from LA to DC or from DC to 
Miami, Florida to get good services.  You can get good services wherever you’re at.  That 
defeats the logic for traveling to a different jurisdiction for the better services if they’re all 
equally good across the country.   
 
AK:  Do you think that, you had mentioned because DC is not a state that it becomes hard for 
residency to be established so that’s kind of murky water, do you think that not being a state 
influences anything else with access to social services or the structure of DC government 
programs for the unhoused? 
 
ES:  I think the residency issue that just is a matter of having not made the law.  I mean, if the 
council decided to create a residency requirement I doubt that they’d get a lot of backlash at least 
from the larger community.  They might get it from the homeless advocates, but not from the 
larger DC community.  I think that most Washingtonians would say, Yeah, make it a 
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requirement, have a residency requirement so that we don’t serve all these other people from 
other jurisdictions.  The advocates would come out strongly against that.  What really does hurt 
DC is the fact that they’re not a state because if we were a state we would get a lot more money 
from the federal government.  By us being listed as a city we only get the amount of money that 
the federal government gives to cities.  If we were a state we’d get a bigger chunk of federal 
money.   
 
I know that one year when Dan Tangherlini, who’s now the head of the GSA--after their whole 
big thing that was in the news having these extravagant meetings--he’s now the head of GSA, 
but he actually was the city administrator at one time.  He’s had a few different jobs over the past 
six years but he as the city administrator had to head up the ICH meetings.  ICH is the 
Interagency Council on Homelessness where all these different departments of DC government 
come together to work on ending homelessness as it increases by twenty percent over the past 
five years. (laughs)  That tells you about their success rate.  Even so, I remember at one meeting 
him saying that DC would have gotten seventeen million more dollars in one year if they had 
been a state but because they are not a state and they’re not located in a state we get less money 
from the government for different social services--from the federal government. 
 
[0:38:58] 
 
AK:  Let’s talk a little bit about the relationship between DC’s homeless population and the city 
council.  I read on your blog that, I believe it was on your blog, that DC city council is 
considering a new vagrancy law. 
 
ES:  Yes they are.   
 
AK:  And that in 1966 the Supreme Court had, struck down a similar vagrancy law for, you 
know, not being something that they could pass.  How do you think the city council may be 
viewing this law differently or why do you think they’re working on passing a law like this when 
something similar was struck down in ’66? 
 
ES:  Well, for one thing I’m not sure that all of them are even aware of that ruling from 1966.  
DC got home rule in ’73.  They were a federal enclave until ’73, that that was even before they 
had a quote unquote city council.  I’m not sure what they called the legislative body back then 
but it wasn’t a DC council.  Some folk on the council are actually younger than forty six (laughs) 
so I would imagine that they haven’t heard about Hicks v.  DC.   
 
What the ruling basically said was that you can’t arrest somebody for being in public while poor.  
You can’t use their economic status as a reason to arrest them.  You have to actually be able to 
pinpoint an action that they did that qualifies as a crime.  If you can’t say that they actually did 
this thing which is a crime then you can’t take them to jail just for being in public while poor.  
And so what I think the council might do is they might find a way to change the verbiage so that 
they aren’t saying that the person is being arrested for being poor.  If they can come up with 
different actions that a person does that qualify them as a vagrant then they can bring back this 
vagrancy law.  So what it boils down to is that you can’t just arrest them for being homeless.  
You can you can possibly change it to where you say that they can’t lie down in public spaces.  
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Presently they can lie down in public spaces except on federal property.  If they make it against 
the law to lie down in public spaces--  I mean other cities have made laws against leaning your 
bike against a tree.  Then of course there are the usual things that you can’t urinate in public.  
Well, some cities have made it against the law to sit in the park while homeless.  But that I that 
actually runs, that actually flies in the face of this Supreme Court ruling from ’66.   
 
[0:42:00] 
 
A lot of folk don’t know about it.  I just found out about it less than two months ago myself.  So 
folk can actually use this ruling from ’66 to combat some of these laws in other cities where 
they’re saying that you can’t sit in the park while homeless.  As far as DC is concerned they’ll 
just find different actions that are characteristic of homeless people and make it against the rules, 
against the law to do those things.  Like here in the library they say you can’t bring more than 
two bags with you.  And so— 
 
AK:  I walked in with three bags so— 
 
ES:  Yeah.   
 
AK:  Yeah. 
 
ES:  But you don’t look homeless so they didn’t zone in on you but if you look a little more 
homeless and you had three bags they’d be all over you.  So that’s kinda of where they’re going.  
It’s this crafting the law in a more cunning way so that they can say, Well, this person was 
committing this crime, this action, as opposed to just being in public while poor. 
 
AK:  How has the DC advocacy, homeless advocacy community tried to combat that over the 
last five years? 
 
ES:  This latest effort is really a very new one.  What I’m thinking is they might just add it in as 
an amendment to this other broader vagrancy law, or it’s actually a public noise ordinance where 
they say that you can’t make noise after ten PM and that you can’t protest by the house of a 
council member (laughs).  When something that affects the homeless gets folded into a much 
broader law that doesn’t target the homeless, one that effects the entire community, then it’s not 
seen as being against the homeless.  It may very well be targeting the homeless but as long as it 
gets folded into this broader vagrancy law then the council can always argue that— 
 
There’s that saying that the law in its majestic equality forbids the rich and the poor to sleep 
under bridges to beg or to steal bread.  These are things that poor people would need to do to 
survive.  Rich people don’t need to do those things, but you could always argue that the law in its 
majestic equality forbids all people to do these things: to make noise after ten PM, to sleep on a 
sidewalk, and to do all these other things.  My comeback is always that people have these human 
needs that aren’t being met.  I think that the government should make sure those needs are met, 
not necessarily through social services but through a mix of living wage jobs, affordable housing, 
social services and job training and what have you.  Like you said earlier, they’re just pushing 
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the poor out, just creating these policies that make it hard harder for you to live while homeless.  
They aren’t ending the problem, they’re just making the problem harder to bear. 
 
[0:45:34] 
 
AK:  What would they have to do to end this problem?  
 
ES:  Well, we have to really knock heads with the free market.  We have to force landlords to 
bring the rent down--I told you that’s going to be a major fight--force employers to pay more.  I 
would say the most reasonable and sensible solution to me, the one that would actually create the 
least friction but would create some, is this idea of more or less socializing all housing across the 
city.  What I mean by that is that we already have a law which is called Inclusionary Zoning or 
IZ.  IZ says that in all new residential developments ten percent of it has to be affordable.  It’s 
not retroactive.  It doesn’t apply to anything that was built before that law was created and one of 
the caveats is that when you tear down and old building, if you leave one wall up as you build, 
from that one wall it’s considered an old building because of that one wall.  So they can actually 
get around this whole new development thing by saying, That one wall is an old wall so this 
whole building is old.  So what we’d have to do though is we’d have to take this this IZ, this 
Inclusionary Zoning Law, and I think it should be made retroactive in that all residential 
buildings should be at least ten percent affordable units and— 
 
AK:  Now, how might that effect the people are currently living in those buildings? So if you 
have a building that is at capacity and you make that law retroactive, do they lower the rent for 
people who are currently living there or do they wait till people move our and then— 
 
[0:47:36] 
 
ES:  I mean that that’s one of the particulars that have to be worked out.  We could make it to 
where when somebody moves out then if somebody who is on the social services rolls of the city 
moves in they move in at an affordable rate.  But then that word affordable is a really tricky one 
too, because the area median income for DC is about a hundred and ten thousand dollars a year.   
DC government, if they make it affordable to somebody making eighty percent of the AMI, they 
say, This is affordable housing. So that means that if you’re making eighty-eight thousand 
dollars a year the government will create affordable housing for you and they will actually give 
you assistance at getting into that housing.  You have some people who are making like thirty 
thousand dollars a year or less and those are the folk who really need the help.  So this help that’s 
being given to those making eighty, ninety thousand dollars a year is taking away from what’s 
being given to those that are making thirty thousand dollars a year.  I think that if you’re making 
eighty thousand dollars a year you don’t really need any type of public assistance, but that’s not 
how the city thinks.   
 
AK:  Going back to the Franklin School Shelter.  You had mentioned that you were successful 
under Washington, Mayor Washington, to prevent it from being closed— 
 
ES:  No, Mayor Anthony Williams. 
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AK:  Williams.  Sorry, yes.  Mayor Anthony Williams from getting it closed but unsuccessful 
under Fenty.  What was the difference between those two battles? 
 
ES:  Okay.  Well, Anthony Williams when the shelter had two hundred and forty men said he 
was going to close it and open up another shelter that held a hundred and twenty men.  He didn’t 
talk about a housing program.  So he didn’t create a housing program; he was going to create a 
shelter half the size that held only half the men.   
 
He had actually lined up a developer who was going to refurbish the building--aguy named Herb 
Miller.  And he couldn’t find anywhere for the guys to go.  Where he was going to move them to 
was the Gail School.  The Gail School used to be a shelter.  Well, it was a school obviously, an 
historic school, DC has a few of them.  It had served as a shelter for several years from like 2000 
to 2004; I think it was, before I even got to DC.  And then it got shut down in 2004.  If you go 
past the Gail School, which is on Mass Avenue between First and North Capitol NW, the 
building--  Its been gutted and its got these big stilts that are holding up the outer walls so it 
doesn’t cave in on itself. (laughter)  They put a new roof on maybe two, three years ago now but 
that’s all they’ve done.  So that building was going to be refurbished and the guys from Franklin, 
half of them, were going to get moved into there.  But even now, oh man, it’s been like six years 
since that promise has been made and the building still isn’t refurbished.  That’s one reason why 
they couldn’t do it.  And so he had nowhere to move the homeless men so he actually had to 
back out of the deal with Herb Miller, the developer, and paid Herb Miller a half a million 
dollars for design work even though no work was done on the building.  That was a real big news 
article.   
 
[0:51:24] 
 
Fenty was a bit smarter and he made sure that he created housing programs.  Fenty closed two 
shelters.  He closed the DC Village Family Shelter and he created a housing program called STI, 
which is Systems Transformation Initiative.  Then when he closed Franklin school shelter he 
created the permanent supportive housing program.  Now, it actually became a bit of a bait and 
switch because you create these housing programs in order to justify the shelter closure and then 
after you close the shelter, you defund the housing program.  It’s like a bait and switch.   
 
It’s like with the DC Village Family Shelter.  They created the STI program and they said we’re 
going to house these families indefinitely and then a few years later they’re saying, We don’t 
have the funds to keep housing you indefinitely.  So then they changed from STI to STEAP 
which stands for Short-term Exit Assistance Program.  And so now the deal is that they pay all 
your rent for the first three months and then they do it on a sliding scale where that they go down 
to seventy-five percent of your rent and then fifty and then twenty five and then after a year’s 
time you have to pay your own rent--all of it.  There are families in the family shelter who are 
saying, You know what, I’m not going to get into that program because I know that my income 
is not going to increase enough to enable me to pay sixteen hundred dollars or two thousand 
dollars a month rent within a year’s time.  So I’m not going to me making sixty four thousand 
dollars next year.  Since I can’t make the mark, I may as well stay in the shelter where I know 
my children and I are going to be indoors at least.  So it’s actually become a disincentive.  You 
create a housing program, say we’re going to house you indefinitely and pay all your rent, you 
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close the shelter, you defund the housing program, you convert it into a different program 
basically and say after a year you got to pay your own rent.  Folks say, Well, I’m never going to 
reach that income level so let me go back to the shelter or better yet, if I’m in the shelter, let me 
stay in the shelter. 
 
[0:53:58] 
 
AK:  You had mentioned in the earlier interview today that the homeless community like any 
community is divisive at times.  It’s not a unified community.  Of course, it’s made of a lot of 
people.  Can you describe for me a little bit about the homeless community in DC and what 
makes it unique?  
 
ES:  What makes it unique? 
 
AK:  Or maybe not unique. 
 
ES:  Okay. 
 
AK:  Give me a little bit of a characterization of this homeless community.  And I know that 
you’ve already mentioned it’s divisive, and you can’t give a blanket statement, but can you tell 
me a little bit about what are your interactions with-- 
 
ES:  Well, what comes to mind when you ask that is that DC has a very rich history of homeless 
advocacy.  Homelessness has really been a problem for about thirty years now.  Of course 
Reagan, even though he’s dead and gone you know, he actually had become the scapegoat for 
the homeless problem.  He actually did things that did worsen it.  He shut down a lot of mental 
hospitals because he wanted people to get out patient care.  But you know I often tell folk, look, 
don’t tell an Alzheimer's patient, “Don’t forget to take your medicine.” Because the nature of the 
illness is that they forget things.  When somebody’s mentally ill, you know, they might not be 
forgetful, but they make bad choices.  So it’s all the same whether you forget to take your meds 
or you make bad choices and decide not to take your meds.  In either instance, you get the same 
result.  This policy of Reagan’s that said we’re going to just give them all this out-patient care 
didn’t work.  Folk got off the meds and made bad choices, ended up homeless.  So for the past 
thirty years it’s been a real problem with homeless.   
 
[0:56:07] 
 
Here in DC, the CCNV shelter where I stay at, that shelter was created due to homeless 
advocacy.  The building was built in 1940 as a World War II army barracks.  They said that after 
the war they were going to tear it down and here is stands seventy years later.  (laughter)  Then it 
became the Federal City College.  Then Federal City College moved and it became UDC and the 
building sat vacant for several years.  In the early eighties homeless folk began to go into that 
building and squat in the building.  And the feds came in to get them out.  A guy named Mitch 
Snyder actually organized the homeless and they did civil disobedience.  Then Mitch went on a 
hunger strike and he almost died from it.  Fifty one days into his hunger strike, it was election 
time; it was time for Reagan’s reelection.  Reagan on the night before his election, reelection, 
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said, “Okay, I’m going to give you that building and make it into a shelter, have it renovated.”  
Then he got reelected and he changed his mind, you know, broke his campaign promise.  Mitch 
went on another hunger strike and so Reagan finally caved in and said, “Okay, I’ll keep my 
promise.”  And he had the building renovated and turned into a shelter.  It was completed in 
1988.  Mitch Snyder and Ronald Reagan signed a restrictive covenant saying the building would 
remain a shelter for thirty years, from 1988 until 2018.  And 2018 is almost upon us and so folk 
are talking now, the homeless people are talking about what’s going to happen to them.  There 
are different forces out there that are trying to get round that covenant and have it closed down 
early.  Of course, if the building becomes a hazard because of lack of maintenance, then that 
dwarfs the covenant and they can of course shut it down.  So that might happen in the next year 
or two and the homeless are really worried about that.   
 
But, Mitch Snyder organized the homeless back in the eighties and homeless people actually got 
that shelter, you know, or that building turned into a shelter.  I mean, they’ve been fighting for to 
retain shelter over the years.  They haven’t really done so well in the affordable housing because 
the rents are going up and we’re actually losing whatever affordable housing we had at one time.  
I’ve been told that homeless advocates before I got here were actually fighting for affordable 
housing, but I don’t really see a lot of energy around that issue.  They’ve gotten to a point now 
where they’re like, you know, What we say doesn’t matter.   
 
[0:59:20] 
 
When I began advocating in 2006, I spoke to guys at the shelter and said, “Come join us.” And 
they said, What we say doesn’t matter.  You know, they’re not going to do what we say.  They’re 
going to do what they want to do anyway.  And in two hundred and forty guys only twelve came 
forth to form the committee to save Franklin Shelter.  So five percent of the guys came forward; 
ninety-five percent were naysayers who said that what they say doesn’t matter.   
 
That of course is the complete opposite what happened in the eighties under Mitch Snyder.  That 
that kind of tells you about the changing attitudes amongst the homeless.  They’ve gone from 
feeling that their word mattered back in the eighties now feel like what they say doesn’t matter at 
all and I’m always telling them, you know, “I don’t care if government doesn’t want to hear you, 
make them hear you.  It’s not about what they want; it’s about what you want and what you 
demand.”  
 
AK:  What do you think caused that change in attitude from the eighties till today? 
 
ES:  Well, I mean the homeless guys have actually said it very well themselves.  They said, 
We’ve lived in DC all our lives.  We saw what happened under Mitch Snyder and we’ve seen all 
the difference changes over the years and we just don’t see where anything’s really be 
accomplished. As a matter of fact, Mitch Snyder committed suicide in 1990.  And shortly before 
he committed suicide, he’d actually said that they were actually losing all of what they gained.  
He had fought for the right to shelter year round.  He fought for other rights of poor and 
homeless people.  He’d gotten funding for different social programs, but then those programs got 
defunded within two or three or four years after he fought to get them funded.  So he said in 
1990, I think like May of 1990, he said, “Look, I feel like we’re reverting back to where we were 
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in 1980.”  And then he committed suicide in July of 1990.  We don’t know if he committed 
suicide because of that or because his girlfriend said no to marriage.   
 
AK:  How did that affect the homeless advocacy movement? 
 
ES:  You mean his suicide? 
 
AK: Yeah. 
 
[1:01:50] 
 
ES:  I couldn’t really speak to that.  The reason I brought that up so was just to illustrate the fact 
that even during his advocacy he himself felt like his advocacy was being reversed by different 
city polies and like we were actually going backwards.  The homeless even today feel the same 
way.  They’ve seen all of the struggles over the past thirty years and they see that homelessness 
has still not ended.  It’s not even decreasing; it’s actually on the rise.  So they feel like we’re just 
fighting a losing battle.  What we need is a winning strategy.   
 
AK:  You had mentioned earlier when we were talking off camera--  Well no--  You had 
mentioned earlier that the gentleman who contacted you from Serbia about your article asked, 
you know, why aren’t you angry and you said that anger is not productive, it’s better to be 
proactive.   
 
ES:  Right. 
 
AK:  What would you say to someone who is unhoused in DC whose feeling that anger, maybe 
wants to shift it into being proactive, what steps can they take?  
 
ES: Well, we have to coalesce for one thing.  There’s strength in numbers.  And we have to show 
them.  We have to show the city--city government and the federal government--that we’re just 
not going to go away, that this is not tied to our ability to get results.  We’re just going to let you 
know that we’re going to stay in your face and we’re going to harass you until our demands are 
met.  Let them know that we’re gonna come down on a regular basis.  Maybe once a month 
we’re going to assemble in very large numbers and we’re going to flood city hall and we’re 
going to demand what we want.  We’re going to do this again and again until we get what we 
want.  It’s like if you’re--   
 
Well, it’s like this, if you go down to city hall and you tell them what you need to get out of 
homelessness or out of poverty then if they don’t they don’t give you what you want you get mad 
and you walk away.  It’s like you’re making them, making their day easier by walking away.  If 
you don’t get what you want you have to make their day harder by staying and bringing more of 
your friends.  You know, so we have to reverse the logic here.  It’s totally illogical to walk away 
from somebody because they didn’t deliver on your demands.   
 
[1:04:35] 
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I wouldn’t say that about all people.  I mean, if you go to a friend or family member and ask 
them for something and they don’t give it to you might want walk away.  But, when it comes to 
government, they live off of our tax dollars and so for that reason they owe us.  You get our tax 
dollars, you get our votes, you owe us.  You’re supposed to be public servants and so if you 
don’t deliver on our demands-- I mean they should have already seen the need themselves, the 
government should have, and the government should have already said, We have to provide such 
and such to meet these needs.  But since you didn’t do that, we’re here telling you what we need 
and yet we have to have the logic that we’re going to stay there and we’re going to come back if 
we need to until we get what we want and what we need from the government.  
  
AK:  Yeah, that really comes down to issues of disenfranchisement. 
 
ES:  Right. 
 
AK:  Do you think that unhoused advocates in DC face different battles to have their voice heard 
than with city council than other advocacy groups?  
 
ES:  Yes, actually they do.  I mean, even people on the city council and the staff staffers for the 
council have actually talked a lot about the fact that when they were making some law that 
adversely affected all these yoga people you had busloads of yoga people coming down, three 
hundred of them filled out city hall.  They made laws or budget decisions that adversely affected 
the gay community, you had hundreds of gay people down there, or LGBT people, down there 
fighting against it.  In either instance, those groups got what they wanted.  Then when it comes to 
the homeless you know, we’re talking about an actual physical need, their actual sustenance 
comes from the government, their food, their shelter, and yet they don’t come out in large 
numbers.  It’s very difficult to get them out.   
 
That kind of goes to October twenty-ninth which is a day of advocacy where we’re going to have 
a thousand homeless people down there.  We know that some of the reasons they don’t come out 
is because number one they have to go to these different soup kitchens to get their food.  Like I 
was saying earlier, is that homeless folk have to walk everywhere.  You walk from the shelter to 
the place to where you get breakfast, walk from where you get breakfast to where you get lunch 
and so forth and so on.  Your day is just filled filling your stomach and getting in line in time to 
get your shelter bed.  We know that food is an issue, we know that transportation is an issue and 
so if you have food at or near city hall and if you provide transportation to them that will be an 
incentive to come.  (cough)  You might still have to deal with things like people being shy or just 
or being disenfranchised.  If you Google the word disenfranchised then my blog will come up 
with like about thirty different entries at least.  I use that word a lot myself.  So you have those 
issues but I’m hoping that having a thousand homeless people out there at one time will kind of 
defeat that feeling of disenfranchisement and that feeling of shyness.  Maybe if they’re part of a 
large group that’s going through you’ll be more inclined to speak out because you won’t stand 
out.  We’re going to find out on the twenty-ninth.   
 
[1:08:32] 
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It’s going to be a big media event and hopefully we’ll be able to keep that thing going so I’m 
thinking that at the event on October twenty-ninth I might tell people to come back on the last 
Monday of November which would be the twenty-sixth and do it again so we can check up on 
the council and see if they made good on our demands from this month.  We can let them know 
that we’re going to come back.  I can see it now the council saying, Okay, you pulled it off one 
time, I bet you can’t do it again.  You know, and so we have to show them that we can do it 
again and we will do it again.  I think that if they see that we’re going to keep coming back like 
this eventually they’re going to say, Okay, we have to we have to deliver on their demands, we 
have to make life affordable here in DC. And then I see hundreds, if not thousands of landlords 
coming out and saying, No, you know, we don’t like this. You know and then I see the entire city 
coming out against the landlords to say, We do like it. We all want affordable housing not just 
the homeless.  Even us who have housing want affordable housing. Hopefully this will bring the 
entire city together eventually.  
  
AK:  We’ll see October twenty-ninth.  We are coming to the conclusion of our time here and we 
talked about lots of different aspects of advocacy and being homeless in DC and I was 
wondering if there were any questions that I failed to ask for follow up on that you’d like to 
share about before we wrap up. 
 
ES:  Yeah, well you forgot to ask me how a black man gets a Polish last name.  (laughter) 
  
AK: Well, you better share that with me! (laughter) 
 
ES: Yeah! Because usually when I tell folk my last name they fumble through it a couple of time 
before they finally get it right.  And but then then they’re like, What kind of name is that? 
African?  (laughter)  Noooo, it’s Polish, emphasize Polish.  Well, in Polish it’s C-e-p-t-a-k and in 
English it’s S-h-e-p-t-o-c-k.  I’m adopted.  I was born in Atlantic City, New Jersey.  When I was 
eight months old my parents almost killed me.  They beat my head open and left me to die.  
Somebody found me and saved me.  I have a big scar on the back of my head here.  [ES takes off 
baseball cap and turns around to show camera the scar]  Right there.  [Points to scar] It’s all 
dented over here. 
 
[1:10:58] 
 
So I went to foster care for almost five years also in Atlantic City.  Then I got taken in and Rudy 
and Joanne Sheptock.  She’s Italian; she turned seventy five in August.  He was Polish, he died 
in 2000.  They adopted me a year after they got me.  So when they got me they were living in 
Chester, New Jersey.  A year later they moved to Peapack, New Jersey into a big mansion that 
had thirteen bedrooms, seven bathrooms, library, parlor, two dining rooms, and an attic, 
basement, five acres of land, above-ground pool, barn, corral, a couple of ponies, couple goats, 
couple dogs.   
 
They had seven children of their own.  They adopted thirty.  So they raised thirty-seven kids one 
of them passed away about five years ago from a rare kidney disease, his name was Jonathan, 
which is my middle name.  My mom now has forty-two grandchildren.  And so on her birthday 
in August there were about forty people down there.  They weren’t actually all family.  I had my 
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siblings there and some of them have children of their own.  Then we had friends of the family 
that came down as well as and some relatives.  It was a real nice gathering.   
 
Over the years because of the size of our family we were always in the news.  It’s part of why 
I’m so outspoken.  You see there was a book written about our family which came out in 1980 
called Our Growing Family.  It’s like one time we were on the evening news and then-governor 
of New Jersey Thomas Cain saw us and he figured he’d come down and give us a visit.  And so 
one day he was on the way to a meeting and he was in his helicopter, landed his helicopter in our 
yard.  Our neighbor worked for the newspaper so it was a real nice mix of circumstances here.  
So our neighbor calls down to his office and says, “The governor just landed in my neighbor’s 
yard.”  The governor had planned on staying for about five minutes, shaking a few hands and 
going on to his meeting.  Well, in the first five minutes he had so much fun— 
 
AK:  (laughs)  
 
ES:  --that he actually called the meeting and canceled.  He ended up staying for like five hours.  
And then comes all the media.   
 
Another instance we were in the New York Times, which is part of the associated press, so it went 
overseas.  They read about it in Japan.  A TV crew from Japan came over to our place in New 
Jersey.  They stayed for about a week and they did a documentary on our family.   
 
My parents did a lot of guest speaking at different churches, pro-life meetings, and other types of 
events because of the size of our family.  I’ve gone to many of my mother’s speaking 
engagements at these different places and whenever we’d go along they’d put us on stage 
singing.  (singing) Jesus loves me this I know.  You know, or, (singing) Jesus loves the little 
children. A lot of folk ask me about where I got the singing voice from-- 
 
AK:  (laughs)  
 
[1:14:36] 
 
ES:  --course I tell them, “I’ve been singing since I was a kid.” Then when I was sixteen my 
parents moved to Florida.  Well, they actually began to move on December twenty-sixth of ’84.  
It took over three months to do the move.  I actually stayed in New Jersey for most of it.  They 
moved to Florida and they completely filled two forty-five foot tractor trailers.  And then a U-
Haul Truck and they threw some stuff out.  It was a pretty major move.  Florida is where I 
finished school.  Then, of course, I went on to Georgia for a few months and went back to 
Florida, got my job at Shands Hospital.  But it was it was a pretty cool growing up in a big 
family like that.  The most they had at home at one time was like twenty-eight kids.  So there 
was never a dull moment.   
 
AK:  So that’s prepared you for the spotlight. 
 
ES: Yes, exactly. 
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AK:  Yeah.  Well thank you so much for talking with us today.  I’m sure that Dr.  Kerr will want 
to talk with you again.  We’d like to say thanks, StacieNichole and I.  We’ll have this interview 
transcribed and we’ll get you a copy of the transcription.  Then it will be on in the DC Public 
Library, hopefully, and then also at the archive at AU [American University].  
 
ES: Okay. 
 
AK: Thank you! 
 
[Time elapse of a few minutes. Following exchange came after the close of the formal 
interview.] 
 
ES: Georgetown University Medical School.  What it was that Georgetown had made this new 
rule that all first-year med students had to learn about homelessness.  And so on this first round 
they sent ten speakers, they gave us each a class with twenty students and they gave us two 
hours, from one to three.  And I’m like, “I have never been given two hours to speak.” (laughter)  
I wasn’t sure I could actually go for two hours.  I actually pulled it off.  They gave us a sheet of 
paper with all these different topics that we could talk about I walked in, put the paper down and 
just began to talk without using the paper.  I finally ran out of things to say.  I picked the paper 
up, looked at the time and said, “Wait, It’s three o’clock!” (laughs)  I actually did two hours 
without using the paper.  Then I told a friend David who’s also a speaker for NCH [National 
Coalition for the Homeless] and he’s like, “Eric, we never doubted you.”  
 
AK: (laughs) 
 
ES: “We never doubted that you could talk for two hours.” (laughter)  I’m like, “Do I talk that 
much?”  
 
AK: (to StacieNicole) So, I just press stop-- 
 
End of interview 
 
 


