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There are Some Very Talented People on the Street 

(Intro music plays, fades into DE quote:) 

David Edwards (DE): There are some very talented people in the street, there are.   

(Intro music fades up after DE quote, then out and into:) 

DE: It’s always been with you, something you do naturally, you don’t even think about it. It’s what you 

do all the time. So, that’s one exciting thing and that’s what I look for in another person, especially people 

on the street. God gave us all something; we’re not born for nothing. We all have something. Covered up 

with a bunch of noise and pain, and all this stuff, but underneath there, there is something. 

(Music fades up and then out and into:)  

Mary Bergman (MB): Washington, DC is home to the President of the United States, the United States 

Senate and the United States House of Representatives, the United States Supreme Court, some of the 

country’s best colleges, and priceless treasures like the Hope Diamond and the space capsule that took the 

first men to the Moon.  The streets, shelters, couches and cars of Washington, DC are also home to those 

who have no home. There are 15,000 unhoused people over the course of a typical year in Washington, 

DC.1 

A quick Internet search can give you facts and statistics that will give you one picture of what it is like to 

be homeless in Washington. But these facts and figures say nothing about the unhoused and formerly 

                                                        
1 Washington Legal Clinic for the Homeless, Inc., Factsheet: Homelessness and Poverty, Washington, DC 
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homeless activists and advocates who spend their time fighting for the rights of homeless men and 

women in Washington, DC. In order to get their story, you have to listen.  

In November of 2012, students from American University conducted Oral Histories with three such 

activists, Eric Sheptock, David Edwards, and Robert Warren. While all men came with different 

experiences and stories, there were threads of commonality that wove throughout. All are focused, driven, 

talented, and compassionate individuals. Stories of the importance of technology, especially the Internet, 

in the lives of homeless advocates may come as a surprise to the housed population. The Internet serves 

as a platform for reaching thousands upon thousands of people, and can serve as a space, maybe the one 

space people can call their own.  

Eric Sheptock explains… 

Eric Sheptock (ES): 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. 

MB: David Edwards has turned to the Internet to find a venue for his creative writing and poetry that 

address issues of homelessness in Washington, DC… 
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DE: I hate literature, spelling, all that other stuff, but here it is! Anyway, I’ve a strong suit in science and 

math, weak in literature and history, but that’s my passion. Apparently, I’ve flipped over, I’ve flipped the 

script on it, and I love it and I can’t get away from it. Three o’clock this morning, I’m on the internet. 

MB: The desire to be connected is one that all people, housed or unhoused, have and can use to their 

advantage.  

ES: 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.  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.   

MB: Digital spaces can turn into platforms for organizing and planning… 

DE: But then activism itself is planned teamwork. Its action-targeting , and productive movements. And 

advocacy, of course, is analyze and understand situations of the human compassion and solution wisdom. 

That’s how I define what I do. 

MB:…or reaching out to agencies and organizations… 
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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.   

MB: One of the most common misconceptions from the housed community is that the cost of cell phones 

must be prohibitive to homeless people. How can someone not afford rent and be able to afford a cell 

phone? 

ES: 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. 
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MB: Using technology like cameras, cell phones, computers, and the Internet is a way to reach a diverse 

audience across the world. It is a way to put your thoughts down onto paper, digital though it may be, and 

to find like-minded individuals. If the problem is bigger than one person, so must the solution be. 

Unhoused and previously unhoused activists in Washington, DC reach out across the world and across the 

street to those in need. 

DE: Anyway, so that’s what’s when I really realized it’s my core competency. So, today, I consider 

myself a journalist. I started an organization. It’s called FoMAA:  Freedom of Media Advocacy and 

Activism.  

ES: 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...” 

DE: Just don’t assume we all are addicts and druggies and mental processes. Don’t assume that. Because 

people can get cured from those things. And there are some people who have managed not to get too deep 

in those things. 

Robert Warren (RW):  I guess it’s always in the people because homeless people are people.  Regardless 

of what people say, they’re good people.  They’re just good people who are down on their luck.  I know 

for me, I don’t mind spending my time because I’ve been there.  There’s always going to be--  
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The motivation of doing something to please the Lord is always good.  That’s what the motivation is 

supposed to be, you do something to please the Lord.  I think that’s what the test of life if for all of us to 

see how we’re going to give to those less fortunate than ourselves.  We’ve always got to have that 

motivation to give somebody less fortunate than ourselves--  I think that’s what it’s all about.  I try to do 

that.  It says that, “A kind word is better than charity.”  So if you’re just there for a few kind words of 

whatever that may be then you’re giving of yourself so that’s the motivation for me.   

 

(Outro music plays.)  

Music:  

Artist: Yo La Tengo 

Song: Detouring America with Horns 

Album: May I Sing With Me 

 

 

 

 


