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SOM[ROOY 'S (WME : IN 1!'16S, A TENANT COULD STANO ON HI~ THIRO ·HOOR BALCONY Al KENTUCKY COURTS I\ND SURVEY lHF. NEWLY PLANTED TPEf!S 

I: PIGEONS 

\'OU COULD TALI, AIIOUT !'ruin-Igoe in S1. Louis or Chicago's 
Cahrini -Gr~n-rhe huge, 01herworldly horror stories ahout 
public housing. But pick an awful story about crime, poverty or 
wmched housing-any s10ry-and it was likely to have echoes 
at Kentucky Coum, a lirrle 45-unit housing project down C 
Street SE from 111)' house. Most people never even heard of Ken­
tucky Courts, though it seemed to have the woes of projects 10 
times irs si7..c. 

In rhe c?rl)' 1990s, lam -Foley, speaker of the House, kepi a 
Capitol Hill home just up the merr from this deadly pile of 
brick, 211d reinforced concrete. Surely, he must have heard 1hc 
nocturnal gunfire like th,· rest of us. 

The D.C Department of Public and A"isred Homing, or 
Dl'Al 1 (pronou1Ked "DEE-paw"), ran Kentucky Coum bur exer­
cised little CU/llrol ovrr who li,•ed there and no control over who 
came and ,_-c~t each dav. The cops didn't haw much control , ei­
ther. /\lost ,,-i: re wary of entering the Courts without backup; 
others enrcre~ with guns drawn; a few just stayed awar, 

Meanwhile, I was working as a journalise. In rhe early 1990s, I 
would walk bv Kenruch Courrs on mv way to and from work 
in the sporrs ~epartmen; at USA Todai. 0~ one occasion--0ne 

Jim Myers la • Wuhlngt~n writer. Hl1 most recent book 11 Afraid of the 

D•rlf.: Wh•t Whlt•.t •nd Bl•dt• Need to Know About Each Other. He wlll 

be fleldlng quntlon1 and comments 1boul this artlcle at 1 p.m. Monday 

on www.w• 1hlngtonpo1t.com/ltveonllne. 

of a few occasions-I walked past a scene with yellow police rape 
and emergency personnel working over a young man who had 
been shot. He was breathing out a hlon<ly froth . The juxtaposi­
tion of such scenes in my neighborhood and my professional re­
ality started to bother me. Somerhini; was dra.,rically wrong at 
places like Kentucky Courrs, and I .;,,as wriiinp about games. An-
01 her shooting, in 1993-this time it appear~d rh'at it was police 
who had sprayed hulleis across the neighhorhond-left me won­
dcrini; whether there weren'1 wrongs tha, could he righted a1 
Kentucky Courts. t 

Why couldn't the broken, bauere<l, bullet-riddl,d doors he ~ 
fixed? Why did it have to he that addicts were sleeping in the : 
hallways and using them for public toilets? And why did it seem 
1ha1 little kids were so often abandoned to their own devices day t 
and ni~ht ? Once within the Courrs, I found that many residents ! 
wanted tu talk; they wanted to tell someone about falli'ng plaster i.· 
or strange stains growing on the ceiling-and about their fears . 
A few residents had snapped Polaroids to prove that they weren't ~ 

making things up or losing their minds. ! 
Within weeks, I found myself in a delegation of residents and 

ncii;hbors who took the Polaroids to DrAH headquarters, known 
as "elev,n thirty-three," for IIJJ North Capitol Sr. But immedi­
ately our group encountered an oddity about the elevators at 
1133. When you pressed Up. the elevators went down; when you 
pressed Down, they went up. A< a result, the doors kept opening 
on scenes or people who weren't getting anywhere they wanted 
10 he. llut that was IWAH . 

In 1993, IWAII sank to the bottom nf U.S. housing agencies, 



ARCHITECT DAVID YIERKES , SITTING IN THE NOW•EMPTT COURTYARD: ! Hl OAEEZEWAT COY MASON STAGGEAFO THROUGH BEFORE DYING: A lOCtUO GA.TC. 

scoring a pathetic 22.38 on the Department of Housing ,111<.l Ur- · 
ban Development's evaluation scale of 100, with 60 considered 
the passing grade. In 1995, OPAH was put into court receivership. 
and across Washington thousands of public liousing residents 
said a quiet, "Thank ynu, Lord." 

DPAl·t's mind-boggling dysfunction hclpe<l explain attitudes 
you found at places like Kentucky Courts. Living in surroun<l­
ings that coul<l normally produce anger, depression or despair, 
residents ha<l long conclude<l that dysfunction was a way of life. 
The war of life coul<l mean that when you skipped paying rent , 
not much happc-ncd . Or it coulJ mC'an that when somC'thin~ was 
broken, it never got fixed. lll'AII promoted a throwaway worl<l in 
which nohody mok care of anything. 

Some residents at Kcntuck~· Courts ~toppc..·U p3.yin~ rc:nt 
when their ceilinp collap«·d. Ii was a classic !WAI I mess: For 
want or a $21 ~crrc:n---0r wh:ucvrr it woulJ h.t\'C' cost (O CO\'l'f 

the small vents t~ the open-air >pJces under the roof-pigeons 
were taking over, apartment by apartment. On August 20, 1994, 
a huge chunk of the ceiling in Vernell Moses's be<lroorn col­
lapsed, dumping a disgusting mix of pigeon droppings, dead 
birds. feathers and rotten e[:h'S on her bed. Moses immediately 
noted that it had been a year to the day since another chunk or 
ceiling had fallen , which had inspired her to stop paying rent. 
Third-floor apartments at Kentucky Courts were slowly being 
abandoned as ceilings collapsed, and the problem was spreading 
down inner air shafts to the lower Ooors, where pigeons would 
suddenly emerge from hob behind the harhroom sink. 

Dl'AII ollicials i:ennally insisred 1ha1 if rnndirions ar rhe 

Cou rts were so bad, surely rhe renants council would have said 
snmerhing. But rhere was no ienanrs council. The Kcnrucky 
Courts seniors apanmenrs a block away had a council, hut at the 
family units with the pigeon problem, the council had died years 
earlier. So we got one going again and went back ro Ill} with 
more Polaroids. This time, Ol'AH officials told us thar d01.cns of 
projects in Washington were in much worse shape than Ken­
tucky Courts; we would have ro wair our turn . 

AT THE SAM !' TIME. the 41 family units at Kentucky Courts 
W<'r< becoming a batrlcficld or another son. Gunfigh ts and car 
chasc:s were almos{ nighdy afl'"airs on C anc..l 14th suceu: SE: am-
1,ulanccs were rq;ularly pickin~ up bodies, dead or still breath­
ing, off nearby corners. The complex, eight three-story buildings 
linked rogether around an interior counyar<l, ha<l hecn <liscov­
crcd as the perfect fortress for a drug gang. On that scale, it 
scored 100. 

Acrually, only seven people di,·d violenrly in rhe immcdiare 
environs of Kentucky Courts in the 1990s, but there were also 
shoorings from which victims survived. And other murders 
nearby were sometimes linked tn doings at the Courts. Bodies 
were found. for example, on the Payne Elementary School play- ' 
ground diagonally across the street, and homicides elsewhere in 
O.C. and Maryland were suspected of being connected to the 
ac1iviries of a loose-knit gang called the Kentucky Courts Crew. 
" KCC" was scrawled all over the neighborhood, usually by 
younger admirers. Members of the crew could sashay into the 
city's go-go clubs with ever-increasing swai;gcr; the hand nnsrage 



might even announce thac "the whole Kentucky Co11ns w:,, in 
the house. They were staning co gee known, 

Originally, the presumed mastermind was lAY Mason, an en­
terprising young man who had just turned 20 when chc police 
shot him dead at Kentucky Courts on Septrmhcr 19, 1992. Ma­
son had become an almost mychic fii;ure in 1he neighhorhnnd, 
and his death was a landmark evenc. 

Then, on December JO, 1993, Officer Ja.,on Whi1e was sho1 
dead Of'!' che Stt'pS of a house across froni Kentucky Coum, and a 
KCC associate whose aunt lived in chc project was arre,ced and 
charged with the murder. All hell broke loose at the Couns; 
more chan 30 search warrants were executed ac locales in D.C. 

- ----- and Maryland, including II aparcmenrs ac Ken1ucky Couns chac 
were linked 10 chc gang. At chc Courts, police found guns, bul­
letproof vcm, drugs and other cools of the chug cradc. Shonly 
chcrcaft<r, a federal grand jury handed down incliccmenlS again<r 
seven additional individuals on charges including conspiracy co 
dimibucc cocaine and use of a firearm during a drug-crafficking 
crime. Other gang associates were charged in D.C. Superior 
Court. Suddenly, with 1hac many KCC members absent, chc 
Courts fell mangcly quiet. 

Yet soon there was another 
lace-night ambush and gun bat­
de involving sci II more KCC as­
sociaccs and cheir enemies . le 
ended in a car crash on 141h 

.Scree!. \'Vicncsscs saw various 
individuals escape into Ken­
tucky Courts; one even ran 
back co retrieve a shotgun out 
of chc crashed car, An upscc 
neighbor, whose house had 
been sprayed wich bullecs, 
started yelling at chc investigat­
ing oRicers: "We live here, coo' 
We live here, coo!" The officers 
chrcacened co arrest him; the 
next day, he puc his house up 
for sale. 

wa1i, tc-nanr~ who \oon proved to hr drug 1nrr, or J.\\ocia1r, 

. of drug sellers . And once die'<: problem irn,nu were in, you 
co11ldn'1 gee rid of them; often chw, reigned in and •rouncl their 
apanmrnt~. 

If 1he new arrival< were drug user,, 1h>1 faCJ 11rnally l~rarne 
apparent within day.c., cvt·n hourc. . In on<' c:ur, Kunm<'n ,h,rwcd 
up almm1 immcdia1cly 10 collcc1 old dchr, from a woman who 
wa-. movrd in aftC'r ht"r ap::utmcnL~n ;u,~Jther projC"CI h:ul bf.tu 

1orchcd. In heller 1imc<, we had <pccubre<l rhat if only fnur or 
five apanmenrs where hu,clcf\, addic1< nr gunmen 1warmccl 
could be clc,red n111, Kenrucky Court< would he a hcau1iful 
ploce. 

11111 IWAH couldn'1 do 1h>1 . 
A1 one poinr in 199(,, a few r«idenl< coun1«l up ,he numl~r 

of apanmcnts whcr(' thry \U11pcctcd one or mor(' r<"-.idrnn wrrc 
U!iing crack cocaine. The 101:11 in the informal \tHvry w;n 14 
apanmc-nts, and curiou~ly, ir .aho c.ecmr<l th;;u the-re wrrc ahout 
14 low-level , crack-selling srrect pharmaci,c, coming around, • 
onc•to•onc ratio. 

They were noc drug lord, wi1h jewels and fancy car,: 1hey 
were ragcag husclcrs who for che most part didn't even have a hi­

cycle or a beac-up or, referred 
to as a "hoopty. · Still, the 

shooting soon started up again. 
On June 4, 1997, Derck "Fray· 
Williams was amhushcd and 
shoe in che head ncx1 to a wall j 
in the counyard. The housing 
agency, renamed the D .C 
Housing Au1hority under 1hc 
receivership, immediately re­
sponded by knocking down 1he 
wal I. Then housing officials •n­
nounccd 1ha1 Kenrucky Coum 
was nexc in line for "occupied 
unit rehah," a federally funded 
"modernization• effort. First, 
the housing auchoricy planned 
to remove che mountains of pi­
geon fee~, ac a projcc1ed cost 
of nearly $100,000. 

The summer afccr White 
was shot, a few of us, including 
my wife, Deborah, and Mary 
Thompson, who larer became 
president of the K-encucky 
Courts TC'.nants Council. 
opened a stand a1 Kentucky Av­
enue and C Scrccc where che 

MARY THOMPSON NEAR HER OLD APA.RfMENT AT KENTUCf(Y COURTS. WHERE SH[ 

According co the plan, haz­
ardous materials teams would 
clear che ventilacion spaces and 
air shafcs while tenants were, 
sri II living in the apanmcnrs . 

1 
1 

j 
! 

SPENT HOURS TRYING TO FINO PAOOUCTIV[ THINGS ron· THE CHILDREN TO 00. 

kids could sell lemonade, hot dogs and watermelons on week­
ends. Monda)' was paydar Afccr deducting enough for supplies, 
chc take.was divided into pay envelopes for 11.r 20 to 25 kids who -
worked the scand. l'avdJ>· was beautiful: chc workers would all 
line up, one moment ~-h~n all chc kids scooJ scill. 

Mis., Mary is one of che heroes of che Kcmucky Coum scorr, 
hcause chis mother of rwo spent houwevery week crying co find 
productive activities for the youngsters at Kentucky Courts. 
Sometimes. an agency like the Mccropoli1an Boys & Girls Club 
would give her a tiny stipend co work wich che kids; ofcen as noc 
she did ic cotallv on her own. 

The lemon~de scand lasted duce summers, about as long as 
our general hopes 1ha1 conditions at chc Cou

0

m mighc improve. 
[WAH cvcntuallr beat all hopes down. le kcpc moving whac were 
rcfrrrcd co as "problem" tenants into Krn1ucky Coum-1ha1 

But when workers in hazmac 
pro1cccive suits sianed work, clouds of dust and pigeon feathers 
drifted across the neighborhood . 

Sam Ford, a WJU.-TV reporter who live, on Capitol Hill, 
happened by. The ncxc day a crew from WJ LA captured video of 
chc scene--d,c hazmac workers in their suits, ,he dust and linle 
children below. The story was broadcast chac nighc . Ford also 
contacted the heahh dcpanmcnt- The following day, DCHA 
and heahh department officials rnec in the Kentucky Courts 
courtyard and agreed chat the cenanis should be relocated. The 
plan was 10 give chem all Section 8 cenificotcs; rent subsidies • 
that most tenants considered a bencr deal than public housing i 
bcausc ic would allow chem 10 choose where chcy would live. 

DCHA officials may have been angered that their plans had l 

been upended publicly, bur ~c leas c one .aw a bright side. "It's an 1. 

opponuniry 10 get rid of chose pro hlem 1cnanrs," he told me. 


