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Washington, DC Oral History Project 
 

Transcription of Interview with JAMES SHABAZZ on MARCH 20, 2013  
at MARTIN LUITHER KING JR. LIBRARY, WASHINGTON D.C. 

 
DK: Initials of Interviewer 
JS: Initials of Interviewee 
 
DK: Okay this is Dan Kerr. It is Wednesday March 20, 2013 and we are in the Martin 
Luther King Jr. branch of the D.C. Public Library in downtown Washington D.C. with 
James Shabazz. Do I have permission to interview you today? 
 
JS: Yes 
 
(knock at the door)  
 
DK: Okay we just had a brief interruption. How long have you been living in Washington 
D.C.? 
 
JS; Except for the years of military service, all my life. I’m 62 now. 
 
DK; Okay so you were born in…. 
 
JS: Washington D.C.  
 
DK: And in what year? 
 
JS: 1951 
 
DK: 1951. Okay. And how long have you been homeless? 
 
JS: Four years.  
 
DK: Given your experience living in the city, why do you feel homelessness has become 
to entrenched?  
 
JS: I… First of all, I never thought I would be homeless, I never thought I would live in 
the facility that was the building of the college I went to. The present federal city shelter 
or CCNV was the main campus of Federal City College and I attended there when I got 
out of the military in the 70s. So uh, it was quite a surprise to me to revisit the shelter, I 
mean the facility as a shelter and I never thought I would be there. But since I’ve been 
there I’ve had a chance to look at homelessness from the inside as a community activist I 
looked at it from the outside years ago. Contrary to many of the stereotypes that the 
homeless are labeled with – you would be surprised to know just how many people work 
everyday, but the salary that they earn is not enough to afford housing. You would be 
surprised at the dreams, the goals, the aspirations the so-called homeless have, but they 



slip away and whither on the vine as time goes on as hopelessness sets in. I believe while 
everyone has a duty and responsibility to care for their own life to be personally 
responsible to do things to make sure that their life is build and structured in a certain 
way. Nevertheless, in spite of that, I believe there is a system in place that is uh, unfair. 
That system manifests itself in education. It takes place in the workforce. The media 
fosters a sense of inequality whether you talk about a class issue or a race issue. There is 
an inequality somewhere built into the system that is responsible for much of the 
homelessness we see. I was surprised… I was reading a book in college I think it was 
Wealth of Nations or something similar to that. No it wasn’t, it wasn’t Wealth of Nations 
but it was a related book and there was some concept called the Iron Law Wages where 
the capitalist system requires a certain level of unemployment to exist. It doesn’t want 
100% unemployment. I’m sorry; it doesn’t want 100 % employment. It requires a certain 
percentage of unemployment in order for it to be healthy, the capitalist system to be 
healthy. I think that’s tragic and kind of evil because we’re not talking about statistics 
here. We’re talking about living breathing human beings that have dreams, goals and 
aspirations, who want to work and want to do business, who want to raise families, but 
can’t or fail because the system says it needs a certain level of unemployment in order to 
be healthy in this case of the capitalist system economics. So, these are some of my 
thoughts on causes of homelessness. 
 
DK:  Fantastic. Okay, so we’ll get back. I want to particularly ask you about the kinds of 
work people do do in the shelter. Why don’t we take a step back and look a little bit at 
your personal history and would you mind telling me what neighborhoods you grew up in 
in the city?  
 
JS: I grew up not far from here – in the Bloomingdale area, near the Bloomingdale area 
on North Capitol St., by North Capitol St and Rhode Island Ave by the McKinley Tech 
High School.  
 
DK; Have you over the course of your life seen that neighborhood change?  
 
JS: Yes. I saw it change twice. We moved – my parents were immigrants from other 
cities. My mother was a child of sharecroppers in the south, in Charlotte N.C. She had 
very little education. The duties and responsibilities that she had from the age of 4 or 5 on 
this sharecroppers farm in addition to the fact that school was 20 miles away, it didn’t 
allow her to make it to school very much. At best, she had about a 2nd grade education. 
My father was born in Harrisburg, PA. His parents were free I guess you could say. They 
didn’t have that shackle on them – they owned their own property. The children were 
able to get various levels of education. They met and married and being hard workers 
they were able to purchase a home in that area. So we’re talking 1953, 1954 and when we 
moved there it was majority white. On the block that we moved to I think we were the 
second black family there. By 1961, 1962 white flight had just about completed itself. 
This was a primarily an Italian Catholic neighborhood and for some reason they fled 
(chuckles) and the population of the area was replaced by pretty much by, well I hate to 
speak in terms of class, but a working class black family community. Everything from the 
grocery store owner, the barber, the school teachers, pretty much it was a black self-



contained neighborhood. My father was in construction. He was a master of his trades of 
carpentry and concrete work. He was a brick mason. He had always been – his goal had 
always been to establish his own business and to buy land. He was a student of Booker T. 
Washington. He was a student of Marcus Garvey. Carter G. Woodson – to build 
communities and to be self-sufficient. However, in this town he ran into a problem. He 
believed because of race he couldn’t get the funding, the insurance or qualifications to 
become a contractor. There were those barriers. At best, he could be a subcontractor, so 
while I can say he operated his own business with a crew he was never able to advance 
past a certain point because of those barriers in the 50s and 60s. When a break finally 
could came for him in the 70s with the Barry administration loosening up a lot of those 
controls over contracting for blacks who wanted contracts he was old and sickly. So yes, 
I saw the neighborhood change then in the late 50s and early 60s. And uhh… 
 
(11: 34)  
 
DK: Can I ask one quick follow up question? What about your mother? I assume she 
worked as well? 
 
JS; Yes, yes she worked. She worked as a foster mother in the home. Children for one 
reason or another whom found themselves without a home, homeless, from birth to two 
or three years old we raised them in our home until they were adopted by someone or 
their parents were capable to coming to get them. That was her income, but they were our 
family. 
 
DK: How big was the family on any given night?  
 
JS: Up to seven or eight children. 
 
DK: You had a large townhouse then? 
 
JS: Yes it was a 14-room house.  
 
DK: Okay. I’m sorry you were saying on the second change. 
 
JS: The second change is now occurring. We’re seeing many of the owners who are still 
alive lose their houses because of inadequate wage due to social security or retirement. 
The property taxes are raising up to where they cannot afford to pay them because the 
gentrifiers are moving in and causing improvements to be done on their property which 
puts pressure on everyone else who cannot make those improvements, therefore they are 
saddled with a large property tax. So many are forced to sell or losing their homes 
because they cannot afford to pay those property taxes. When people are saying there is 
conspiracy to uproot those people who came here from the south 40, 50, 60 years ago so 
that new arrivals can come in that it is a conspiracy by the real estate industry and other 
allied businesses and D.C. government, I can see a possibility for that because for 
example, property taxes if you got behind them say prior to 15 years ago, you had two 
years to redeem those taxes and then they were very patient beyond those two years 



because they didn’t want you to lose your house especially during the time of Marion 
Barry’s tenure as mayor because he made it very possible for people to keep their houses 
or to buy homes, sometimes for a dollar. But then, around 10 years ago, 10 or 12 years 
ago, the D.C. government changed the two years to six months and in other words if you 
owned property taxes and you couldn’t pay those property taxes within six months – in 
all probability you lost your house and this of course made it quite available – your 
property which you grew up in or intended to use in an investment – it could be available 
to new arrivals in the city. It seemed to be a partnership. Of course, other reasons why 
after the original owners died and maybe for job reasons, the children moved to other 
cities and it was impossible for them to take care of those homes, maintain two homes. 
They sold, not realizing or not caring, they were going to destroy the character of the 
neighborhoods. As we speak we see those neighborhood, that neighborhood that I grew 
up in rapidly changing again. 
 
DK: Do you think for someone younger it is not really possible – a working class African 
American to move into that neighborhood and make the same type of life your parents 
did? 
 
JS: When my parents bought their home, those homes in that area were selling from 
$3,00 to $18,000 and any kind of job would buy you a home. Now, the smaller your 
salary may have caused your mortgage to be structured in such a way that you would take 
forever to pay for it, so that $3,000 would turn into $40,000 by the time you pay for it, 
but you could buy a house. Those same homes that sold for $3,000, $8,000, $20,000 in 
the 50s to the 70s are now $500,000, $800,000 or $2 million.  
 
DK: Out of reach.   
 
JS: So yes of course it would be possible for a black individual or couple to buy a house 
but (chuckles) they better be able to afford it. Now that’s the tragedy as I’ve said before, I 
was surprised to learn that my fellows in the homeless community, a large percentage of 
them get up and work everyday, but they cannot afford to buy a home. They cannot 
afford to rent an apartment. If it is over $500 they wouldn’t be able to afford it. Rooms 
are $500 a month and that’s a box with possibly no bathing facilities or cooking facilities, 
just a place to sleep, $500 or more. And then when you add, let’s say someone makes $7 
or $8 an hour and they’re trying to pay off a student loan or clean up some of the 
wreckage in their life. For example, if a man owes for parking tickets or child support or 
back taxes, he can’t get a drivers license or some other documentation that would qualify 
him to be in the job market properly, under his identity. So there again it seems like 
anyone who believes there is a conspiracy to hold some people back, they would have 
grounds for their suspicions. So it is possible, but not as easily obtainable for those who 
want to help themselves – like my parents, who wanted to do for self.  
 
DK: So what are the kinds of jobs folks currently doing in the shelters? 
 
JS: We have men in construction, but the problem with the construction industry is and 
this is a great frustration – just walk around the city and look at the construction sites. 



While there are people of every ethnicity that are homeless in this city and probably in all 
cities, in Washington D.C. the face of homelessness is black. I guess it would take a 
while to discuss and research why that is – but it is. Now, I expect to see, especially when 
my father’s generation built this city and were qualified technicians in all fields of 
construction, I expect to see a respectable representation on every job site, but there is 
not. Sometimes you can go by, in fact right behind our building at CCNV, there is a 
construction, a building being reconstructed, and maybe out of let’s say 100 men on the 
job site, I see at best maybe in the phase of construction that is going on now, 5 African-
Americans, the rest are either from another country or other ethnicity and that’s not right 
because right in that shelter there are people in that shelter who are qualified and skilled, 
who get up everyday and go to work or go looking for work in their field, but for some 
reason cannot find work. When there are repairs needed to be done in the facility, in the 
shelter itself, we see others coming in doing the work while those qualified men and 
women who have degrees, who have certificates, who have experience in those field, they 
are not hired and it is very frustrating for them to be looking at someone else and they are 
doing the work of making repairs in the shelter when they can be doing it. You have 
people in food service. You have people in the medical field who’ve taken one of those 
job improvement courses and being a medical or dental technician. We have a little bit of 
everyone there working. From time to time, people are able to save their money and 
move out and get their own apartments. But very often, they return because the rent 
increased so much so that they can’t afford to pay it anymore and that doesn’t do much 
for the psyche of that person. 
 
(23:29)  
 
DK: Has the type of work available to people like yourself, the working-class African 
Americans changed over the course of your life? 
 
JS: Of course as the economy has changed and the type of work that’s need, in other 
words,  as society has become more technologically advanced, there are those changes. If 
one failed for one reason or another to make those changes – to add new layers of 
training and education, then of course they are missing the boat. I didn’t complete college 
I chose to go into business for myself because I believed economic independence is the 
way to go. I’m not against working a job if I had a family, which I never did, still looking 
forward to it, but if I had a family or children, I’d shovel coal, do anything no matter 
what the salary to make sure they were fed and taken care of, but because I didn’t have a 
family at the time, I left a government job that was paying me $15 an hour plus night 
differential in the 70s upon leaving the military at the government printing office. I left 
that job to go into business for myself. It wasn’t successful initially and then I found 
myself working security jobs and other odd and end jobs for $4.50 an hour, which was 
minimum wage at the time. Eventually, I was able to get back into my own business as a 
street vendor in the mid-80s. 
 
DK: What was the business you originally set up when you left the government? 
 



JS: It was as a street vendor, but I was selling ice cream. I was an ice cream vendor and 
the mistake I made was I was trying to do the business and go to school at the same time 
and both suffered, so the business failed and I lost all my investment and my savings. I 
had to come back to the workforce. 
 
DK: And what were you studying – what were you hoping to get the degree for? 
 
JS: Well, I was sort of shopping around, but I thought I wanted to go into mass media, the 
various disciplines in mass media, but my studies ended and I didn’t complete that. What 
happened was after that I got into, around the same time I started as a street vendor again, 
the government and big business launched an attack against our industry so this began a 
renewed activity on my part as an activist to fight back, to organize, to help organize the 
street vending industry, to answer the attack against our industry from big business and 
the government. 
 
DK: Can you tell me more about that struggle? When you initially got originally started 
getting involved with fighting back? Why were they attacking you? 
 
JS: In 1985, we had 10,000 street vendors in the city and 70% of those vendors were 
black and they had come into the industry, some of them were veterans from the Vietnam 
War, some of them were students paying their way through college, some of them were 
senior citizens who’s check ran out around the 20th of the month and some of them were 
ex-prisoners whose records did not allow them to be hired on any job so they became 
street vendors. There were various reasons why that number rose from 2,300 in 1967 to 
10,000 in 1985. In the early 80s something good and bad happened for our industry. We 
were able to get mainline products that any department store could carry, that were due to 
the influx of merchandise from Korea and later on Taiwan and China. Allowing us to sell 
the same product that a department store carried for a higher price for a cheaper price, or 
if you were selling food you could sell food cheaper than a lunch-in or restaurant. So 
what those businesses did, under organized entities like the Greater Washington Board of 
Trade and the downtown BID, Business Improvement District and other groups, through 
campaign contributions to the city council, and depending on who was in mayor and 
susceptible to those contributions, attempts to eliminate our industry were made. They 
pretty much started out by eliminating what we could sell, the places we could supply our 
trade and also raising the fees of the licenses and the taxes and they eliminated from 
10,000 to 1985 to there are now less than 1200 in the city and American vendors out of 
that 200 might by 75 and that’s black, white or else – any. Now we never made in our 
efforts to fight those who we saw as enemies to our industry, we never saw, even though 
our industry became outnumbered by so-called foreigners, we saw that they weren’t 
trying to eliminate American vendors or foreign vendors, they were tying to eliminate 
that small business class who could provide quality foods or merchandise at a cheaper 
price and be competition to the larger stores and that’s who they were after and they 
weren’t after any specific ethnicity, but the tragedy of it is when we had those great 
number of black vendors on the street we gave employment and business training to so-
called at-risk black youth, who in their genius most often dropped out of school because 
what they were being taught in those schools were not going to provide them with an 



adequate wage, but some drug dealer out there could provide that from them: the money 
and the all the things that money could provide. What we did, seeing that danger 
approaching or already occurring, we gave them jobs after school, on the weekends, 
during the summer. We didn’t just give them jobs making money for us, we trained them. 
If they couldn’t count or if they had a gift for math, they learned how to count or improve 
their math skills, their love for math. In our businesses, we taught them how to buy, how 
to sell inventory. Many of them started their own businesses or because someone took an 
interest in them and gave them some guidance, showed them the right way as opposed to 
the wrong way. That involvement in their life made a difference somewhere down the 
road. We are no longer out there doing that. 
 
34:03  
 
DK: What were the areas that they were trying to eliminate you out of? 
 
JS: The whole city (laughs), but they were successful in Chinatown. K St. Georgetown. 
Capitol Hill. Just about everywhere. 
 
DK: And these were all areas where you used to work? 
 
JS: Well, as we leave this facility here and we go down to F St – F St. for example 
between 7th and 9th was called Vendors Mall. The street was closed by administration so 
we could have a central location to vend. Now to be sure, there were others who had their 
own locations that were chosen by them. My first location downtown was in this vending 
zone, it was like a flea market, but it was one street closed off and a high foot traffic area. 
We made money, but that street is no longer there or open. From time to time, they invite 
high end street vendors to come in and set up tents like you see in Union Station to sell 
something, but the cost is out of the range of most people. 
 
DK: By the Portrait Gallery? 
 
JS: Yes, right there on F St. During some holiday seasons you might find them there for a 
week. Yes their intent was to get rid of the industry in all, all of us in the city. 
 
DK: Did the redevelopment of the Chinatown area was that part of the rationale behind 
getting rid of the vendors? 
 
JS: The redevelopment definitely had its impact because those stores selling merchandise 
or food did not want street vendors out there competing with them. Then of course, 
Downtown BID, you know the various ones, there were different chapters, different 
organizations of bids. They are all united in what they do, but certain ones like Golden 
Triangle might be in this area, NOMA is over here. What happened was BID in DC is not 
a new concept it started in other cities. We saw that they were investing and eliminating 
street vendors wherever they were. We never figured out whether it was something they 
wanted to do or the city wanted us to do, but what the arrangement was they had with the 
DC government: they would take care of all the maintenance on the sidewalks and hire 



people to take care of that maintenance. And of course they would get their money from 
the realtor’s association, maybe the government. They had creative ways of getting their 
money so that they could cover their operating expenses. But in turn for cleaning the 
sidewalks, the government gave them control over activities that took place on the 
sidewalks, so if BID said, well, “We need a loading zone here. We need a traffic sign. We 
need a flowerbox.” Then that was done and those were some of the ways the street 
vendors were eliminated. 
 
DK: And this was started off in the 80s and you said it continues on to this day? 
 
JS: Yes it continues on to this day. 
 
DK: And you were vending… and you’re still vending right? 
 
JS: I’m still vending. I’m one of the probably hundreds of unlicensed vendors who are 
working everyday, which is illegal (laughs). But (long pause) being homeless is not nice. 
It has a decivilizing effect on some people and it can cause a trauma on all levels. It can 
kill your hope and it does. I think it is like a gravity, if you don’t break free from its pull 
on some level, but after a while the prospects are dim. Now this is your own perception 
because the world moves on and people give up and I felt to be free and independent one 
day and to be homeless the next as result of the economic turmoil of 2007-2008 to the 
present that was very hard for me to accept, but I continue to study and continue to work 
my business even though there were many days and even no there is no profit. But I’m 
doing a study, doing research, trying to finding ways I can be more successful in what 
I’m doing and more into over levels of business. That’s what keeps me sane, that’s what 
keeps me hopeful. That’s what keeps me alive. And I’m making progress in that regard. I 
don’t know if I am going to be ready by the time, in terms of being able to afford 
housing, buy a house, I want to buy another house I don’t want to rent any more or be in 
any more shelters. If the shelter closes as we believe it will in 2016 I will work very hard 
and save my money and invest in whatever way I can to be ready for that date. What was 
your question? 
 
DK: Well that was certainly where I’d like to take us, but one of the questions I had was 
back to the struggles over the sidewalks that you were engaged in, as you said you were 
homeless for four years, so my question is, as a street vendor, as a very active and activist 
street vendor, who organizes on behalf of and with other street vendors to address these 
issues – certainly probably there were other homeless using those same sidewalks and 
parks that were engaged in similar struggles, did you guys work together or was there a 
sense that you were in that together? 
 
JS: Yes in fact there were many people who were homeless that were employed by street 
vendors on many levels and capacities. Some were hired, you know for many years we 
had a rule called “first come first serve” in other words, no vending location belonged to 
anyone. While we had a rule where most people respected each other, if I know you’ve 
been here for 5 years and me, 18 months, I’m not going to confiscate your spot. I’m 
going to set up 8 ft from you, which the law allows, and I will compete with you, but that 



spot is yours. But there was the danger that people would take your spot, so we would 
hire some of the so-called homeless to sit on our spots, put an empty table and sleep 
under it or stand over it until we got there. Some were hired to unload our trucks and set 
up the stands and come back later on and close the stand down and pack up the truck. 
Some were actually hired as sales people. So yes, you could say there was a marriage 
between those industrious elements amongst the homeless and the street vending 
community.  
 
DK: And were there sweeps at any time against the various encampments of homeless on 
the sidewalks or in the parks, downtown or in these other areas.  
 
JS: One BID took control of the sidewalks, yes. 
 
DK: So there were more camps downtown prior to the 1990s, before the BIDs. 
 
JS: Oh yeah, people would sleep where they could, especially where the warm grates are, 
where they could find food or could panhandle or where downtown structured services 
were. Yes the population of homeless was there in the 1980s and 1980s, but more or less 
in the shadows and not as much prominent as now.  
 
DK: Were you aware of the movement at all to establish the current CCNV structure 
during the Reagan administration? 
 
JS: Was I aware of it? No. Only has an annoying newspaper article or something on the 
news. I’ve neglected to mention, my first foray into grassroots politics started as a tenant 
organizer fighting corrupt landlords and then from there I was an ANC Commissioner, 
are you familiar with what that is, in Ward 5 for three terms.  
 
DK: And when did you start as a tenant organizer? 
 
JS: In 1979.  
 
DK: And what got you into that? 
 
JS: Landlord was being unfair in terms of rent increases and failure to make lawful 
repairs in the building.  
 
DK: And where were you living then?  
 
JS: My first foray as a tenant organizer was when I lived in the Chastleton, at 16th and R.  
 
DK: And I imagine that has undergone through a lot of changes. 
 
JS. Yes, in fact we had a very interesting connection of people. It was multiracial, a 
majority black, but blacks couldn’t live there in the early 1950s and 60s. I think our hotel 
was a pretty much white hotel, or apartment building, but that practiced was relaxed in 



the 1970s by the time I got there. My rent was $188 a month in 1975 until I was kicked 
out by the landlord for fighting him (laughs). It was some trickery. By the 1980s, my 
apartment, 522, had risen up to $2500 and now they are condos. And from there I moved 
to other places around the city and it seemed these same conditions were doing on and 
wherever I went I tried to organize tenants or join the tenant organization that was there. 
And later on I became an ANC Commissioner in my ward. Now that was very interesting 
because even though I’m from a grassroots background, there is something about 
homeowners no matter what race they are, they don’t like homeless shelters, they don’t 
like group homes, they don’t like halfway houses and I along with the rest of my fellow 
homeowners in that community opposed all of those institutions. We had the old Emory 
School, an elementary school in northeast Washington was made into a women’s shelter 
and later a men’s shelter and we tried to close that down. We didn’t want it there. We 
blamed it for every social ill that existed around there and later when the facts came out, 
the majority of the drug use and alcoholism and other social ills were coming out of the 
apartments and from the homes in the community, not the shelter. The shelter may have 
been responsible for one percent.  
 
DK: So it was kind of scapegoated. 
 
JS: Yeah, so imagine my surprise. We always spoke of the homeless as “those people”, 
we don’t want “those people” in our community, they are going to rape our daughters or 
wives, just all kinds of irrational fears. I changed my perspective once I myself became 
homeless and could see it from the inside.  
 
DK: So you had become a homeowner in northeast? 
 
JS: Yeah actually, it was actually assuming the ownership of my parent’s house. 
Unfortunately, I wanted to keep the home in the family, but my brother and sister did not 
see eye to eye with me on that and we were forced to sell.  
 
DK: One quick question, did they just move on the other side of North Capitol St. then? 
 
JS: No they just moved out of the city.  
 
DK: Oh, you said the home was in northeast..  
 
JS: Yeah very close to North Capitol St.  
 
DK:  So very close to where you had grown up. You had grown up in Brookland.  
 
JS: Yes. The same home that I grew up in as a child. 
 
DK: Oh that’s northeast, not northwest.  
 
JS: Well actually North Capitol St. is a dividing line between northeast and northwest.  
 



DK: Right. So you were pretty close to North Capitol St.  
 
JS: Well actually on North Capitol St. On the eastside.  
 
DK: Okay now I see and totally understand. So when did you sell the house? 
 
JS: In 2006. I took my portion, my cut of the house and made some business investments, 
which included attempting to buy another property, but I got caught in the subprime mess 
and lost everything and was forced to go back on a shoestring budget as a vendor. For me 
and a lot of other small businesses, the economy pretty much collapsed in the winter of 
2008, which happened to be in December 2008, right after President Obama was elected 
in office. I celebrated that and by the next month, walking away from my apartment and 
coming to CCNV for housing. 
 
DK: When you arrived at CCNV, did you know anyone there? 
 
JS: No, I didn’t know anyone there, although my consciousness had evolved in terms of 
homelessness: causes of it, pretty much everything I did I didn’t come into contact with 
too many people who were homeless. The reason why I went there was a friend of mine 
told me he suggested that I go there because he had spend 10 years driving a cab and 
going to school, earning business training and with the money he had saved during that 
10 year period, he bought a property that he could live in and run his business from and 
he suggested you should do the same. But no, I didn’t know anyone, I didn’t want to 
know anyone. I didn’t want anyone to know I was there. 
 
54:10  
 
DK: So you kept it secret from your family and friends? 
 
JS: Yes. 
 
DK: What was it like first going into the shelter? What were your first impressions? 
 
JS: Culture shock. Especially in the part of CCNV, where I arrived in – the so-called 
Drop In Center, I didn’t get a permanent bed just yet. I was in the netherworld part and it 
was very difficult because I needed a permanent bed and I needed to come in late because 
I work every house possible in the course of a day. After a while, when they realized 
what I was doing and I was sincere, they accommodated me and allowed me to come in 
late and allowed me to have a space, even if it was on the floor. I eventually became 
helpful in keeping the place clean and about three months later, I was sent upstairs for a 
permanent bed, which is where I’m at now. I requested to be on the floor where the 
young people are, 50 and younger because I didn’t want to be on the first floor where the 
50 and older are. The spirit there is terrible. People are waiting to die. They have no hope, 
no dreams, no ambition. It’s like a tomb. I didn’t want to be there. I wanted to be where 
the young energy was, so that’s where I’m at now. In fact, I wouldn’t say I’m a member 
of staff, because I don’t want to be for a lot of reasons, but staff has allowed me to create 



a niche for myself. I run what is called the provisional sanitation department on 3 South, 
on my floor. It simply means when I came from the Drop-In section, they had heard 
about my work there and they granted my wish to be on the 3rd floor, so I could keep their 
floor clean. I was basically hired to take out the trash everyday and eventually I was able 
to create a sanitation department and with a way to get the work done on that floor and 
keep the place clean each day So the director there pretty much allows me to be 
autonomous, make decisions on my own, pick teams of people, get the job done. So 
that’s what I do. I do that and operate my own business. It keeps me very busy.  
 
DK: When you first arrived did you get a sense there wasn’t proper sanitation or there 
needed to be?  
 
57:40 
 
JS: No, actually for the number of people who are at CCNV and in spite of the fact that 
almost everything that’s done there, that’s not major, we do ourselves, I would say the 
building is fairly clean. Now there are problems there to be sure, you know some 
people’s personal hygiene leaves a lot to be desired, the infrastructure is crumbling in 
certain respects which can affect the sanitation issues, but by and large, our collective 
efforts keep the building clean. It can always be done better. What that project allows me 
to do is to hone my skills because I have to organize men, okay, to get jobs done. That 
keeps me in shape for what I am doing and what I intend to do in my business however it 
evolves: management or organizing you know, so what I do there helps me in my 
business. Or not so much I saw that it was an unsanitary place to be. There is just always 
room for improvement. It was a way for me to stay alive here and also to keep my skills 
sharp, which I feel that a lot of people are dying there because they don’t and I’m not just 
talking about the older people, I’m talking about the younger people. It’s a tragedy to see 
young people, I’m talking about 18, 25, 40 who’ve lost all hope and all dreams, ambition 
and they are just vegetating away. They have no clue as to what’s coming. They may 
have heard Eric Sheptock crying in the wilderness about doom is coming, the shelter is 
about to be closed or the budget has been cut, you know, get involved. Let’s do 
something together, but when you’re used to a 30 second commercial to take a pill and 
solve your problems, that’s not happening. Then people actually give up. It is really 
painful to watch. 
 
DK: Do you think there is anyway to bring them back? 
 
JS: Oh of course. 
 
DK: How would you see that happening? 
 
JS: First of all, for the second time I watched Promises to Keep, the third time actually, 
the history of the shelter, and I talked to people from other shelters, The same problem 
exists there. Enough of the people there, whether they work or not, are moving through 
the days as autotrons and robots, no longer hoping or no longer dreaming. But maybe 
something will happen. It would help if the leadership in these places were a little more 



progressive. Something happened to the dynamism, the vision of the leadership that was 
there during the time of Mitch Snyder and those who came after him, something 
happened there. I get the impression sometimes that these shelters are just warehouses, 
you know for people to make money, but in the case of CCNV, no one is making money. 
There are no paid security. There are no paid maintenance crews. Everything is done, so 
I’m trying to figure out what happened to that spirit there. But that’s what’s needed 
because people will respond in time. They can be awoken, but the euphoria of President 
Obama, being reelected it evaporated the next day because the question is well – how is 
that going to help me? Because he’s doing fine. His daughters are going to get a great 
education. His wife is happy. Mine isn’t. She’s on the second floor, she’s angry. She 
wants to know what I’m going to do and I don’t have any answers. I would like to see 
what I heard used to be there, people from various colleges, schools, social work, various 
disciplines come down there and counsel the people and hook them up with various 
training or jobs. Take them somewhere and see what the rest of the world is doing, like a 
fieldtrip or something. To reboot those creative churches. I’m sick of those churches that 
come there. The food and the pie in the sky philosophies about some miracle that’s 
supposed to happen after your dead, but nothing for now. I would like to see either a 
nonprofit organization or schools, fraternal organizations, something in cooperation with 
whatever leadership is in the shelter and reignite the creative juices down there in that 
shelter and other places because time is running out. What’s going to happen? Those 
doors will close. Yeah I hear that there is a possibility to rebuild housing on the side, but I 
don’t see it. I think that the time for that location for a shelter has come. We have two and 
a half years, what can be done by all interested parties to make sure that everyone who 
wants a better life for themselves will have that. You know we have an ANC 
Commissioner there? And each commissioner is responsible for hosting literature with 
regard to whatever is happening in that semimetal district, that area covering 2,000 
people. We make up a semimetal district of our own actually, someone there should be 
the commissioner for that area. But whoever is our commissioner, we never hear from 
him. We are not included into the political decisions of that part of Ward 6, even in our 
own area. We don’t know what they’re talking about when they have their meetings with 
various civic associations, homeowners groups and business groups. They don’t hear 
from us. Since I’ve been there, there has been two elections and we haven’t seen or heard 
from our commissioner yet, most people don’t even know who he is. I think that’s a 
tragedy because from the level of ANC and from the ANC to the other, because each 
ANC Commissioner serves on a commission with up to 12 others, to make a commission 
of up to 30,000 people and that is the grassroots energy of that area connected to the 
council and councilmen of that area. There is no partnership going on. We can see and we 
can feel. We believe somebody somewhere is trying to close that shelter down and the 
covenant being up in 2016 is a convenient excuse. What’s going to happen to the people? 
 
DK: Do you think there should be a shelter downtown centrally situated? I mean, 
assuming that there are people who need shelter?  
 
107:52 
 



JS: This will always be an emergency shelter, but it should be a revolving door. As the 
economy gets worse, there will be more people losing that will need shelter and one 
person shouldn’t be homeless in the same bed for over five years. I think that five years is 
enough. The reason I’m saying five years is because it might give them enough time to 
retool themselves, re-skill themselves and go back to school. Get some sort of job, save 
up some money and in five years, make something happen with all the help that they’ve 
been able to get. So, why not downtown? Why not uptown? Why not on Wisconsin Ave 
– why not anywhere? But I don’t think it should be a permanent warehouse for the same 
group of people that have been there for five years or more. Yes you may have that one 
tenth or one percent who may not want to help themselves, who’ve been caught in some 
sort of hole of alcoholism or drug addiction.  
 
(opened door)  
 
(Outside voice in background muttering: Is this the 20-30 thing?) 
 
DK: Oh no, we have it for five more minutes. 
 
Outside voice: Oh sorry. 
 
(closed door)  
 
JS: What I see mostly are people who have not lost their desire for a better life, they just 
don’t know what to do. They don’t know where to go. The help is not coming from the 
leadership because in many cases, they are caught in the same mindset. They don’t know 
what’s going to happen. 
 
DK: Let me ask you one last question and it has to do with the Casting Down Your 
Bucket piece that you sent me. What lessons do you see out of that that are relevant 
towards this situation? 
 
JS: The reason why I asked you to read that, was that the first time you read that? 
 
DK: First time in maybe about a decade. 
 
JS: I consider myself a political scientists, social activist, someone who reads and studies 
all of things, why things happen, why things work. I’ve studied Marx and Lenin and the 
socialist view of capitalism and the capitalist thinkers and planners, I pretty much have a 
theoretical view of these things to where I can look at it as a class problem. But as a black 
man, I personalize a little bit more and I saw that had Booker T. Washington and others 
been allowed to do and been successful in doing or did not have their efforts sabotaged 
during that time, black people and other minorities because Booker T. Washington didn’t 
just teach black slaves, he also taught Indians as well who had gotten uprooted due to 
their situation. That was a concept of development of their own institutions, development 
of agriculture, industries, economic enterprises. There wasn’t so much an emphasis on 
civil rights, but developing their own, if you want to ensure your rights, build up your 



personal power, your collective power, your community power and then somebody will 
say, “Okay that’s somebody I can deal with as an equal,” Then the thought was you’re 
not equal because you’re human, but you’re equal based on what you can do to help 
yourself and I think that in many cases certain efforts to sabotage was that what inspired 
Booker T. Washington and other as well as the Civil Rights Movement pretty much 
created the mess that we have today. Some parts of the Civil Rights Movement has had 
its value, but I saw personally separate institutions that black people had in this town and 
I’ve heard about it in other cities and other states, but then when we won the right to 
integrate and live in the other people’s neighborhood and go to other people’s restaurants 
and move houses, ride their buses – somehow we lost our own. For example, in sports, 
the Negro Leagues, very powerful leagues, making lots of money, holding interest of the 
American public, black and white, but when the white baseball leagues decided to 
integrate, it eventually led to the downfall of those leagues and we can see that pattern. I 
think today whether it is homeless or those who could be, the answer is going to be not so 
much in finding jobs because there are not enough jobs. Do you know how many college 
graduates do not have jobs? They’re looking for jobs and owe all those student loans and 
the so-called homeless are in direct competition with a college graduate who can’t find 
one. So I would say to those who are homeless or underemployed or the working poor, 
instead of trying to find a low wage, or count on a low wage job to take care of any 
family that they may raise, is to find financial independence through entrepreneurship. 
 
DK: Well, thank you very much. Unfortunately, the time has run out on us. We have to 
give up the room, but I hope we can get back together and explore some of these ideas.  
 
JS: Yes. 
 
DK: I’ve been speaking, this is Dan Kerr and we’ve been talking, this is James Shabazz 
and thanks again.  
 
JS: Thank you for the opportunity.  
 
  
End of interview 


