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INTRODUCTION

The following is an analysis of a smail neighborhood within the District of Columbia, known as
the Mount Vernon Square (MVS) neighborhood, This neighborhood is part of the larger area known as
Shaw. In order to conduct this analysis, the members of our group interviewed 15 diverse individuals
who are connected to the neighborhood in various ways, i.e., residents, church leaders, and individuals
who have worked in the area.

it became clear to our group that in order to conduct an analysis of this community, we must first
be able to detine commumity. According to Fellin, community is an organization of social activities that
provides poople wilh aceesy to resources needed 1o hive o0 d Gay W day pasis,  Wdarren writes uidt there
are five 1denufied functions of a community, which include: production-distribution-consumption,
socialization, social control, social participation, and mutual support. Additionally, Cox states that
COMMTIURILY 1S an organization of social activities to afford people daily local access to those broad areas
ot activity which are necessary tor day to day living.

In reflecting on the above definitions, specifically the five identified functions, the residents of
MVS have clearly formed an identity and sense of community, especially in the areas of socialization.
social control, social participation, and mutual support. The interviews are filled with a piethora of
cxamples that speak to the above areas.

The expectation of our group in completing this analysis is to provide a thorough understanding
of this commumty, focusing on their strengths, both individual and combined, and two identify potential
needs and issues. In concluding this analysis our group wiil then be able to develop a project in
partnersip with the residents, that will enhance the community and contribute something beneticial to

the residents.

PEOPLE AND HISTORY

To understand the history of the Mount Vernon Square (MVS) neighborhood 1t is first necessary
to understand the history of the Shaw area. of which MVS is a part. The name Shaw comes from a
tormer military general of the civil war era. Shaw, which is in the north central section of old
Washington City, 1s not one neighborhood but many that have something in common historically. “While
ts population was racially and economically mixed for much of its history, its black businesses, churches,
and instirations evolved in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as among the strongest and
most influential In Washingtons Afro-American Community.” {Smith, p. 119) Unfortunately, the MVS
neighborhood did not benefit, as many of the other neighborhoods did, from the strong economic
development that took place in many other DC neighborhoods,

The geographic area of the Shaw region comtains approximately 105 city squares, of which the

MVS neighborhood 15 approximately 10 to 12 city blocks. At the time the Federal City was established



m 1791, the area was owned by five men. “The most locally prominent among them were Samuel
Blodgett, a real estate developer, and Robert Peter, a Georgetown tobacco merchant.” (Smith, p. 119)

[n the early [9th century, much of the Shaw region was underdeveloped and still forested. “Mt
was during the Civil War era that Shaw began to grow and develop, due to improved transportation and
an ncreased demand for housing.” (Smith, p. 120) According to one resident, after the civil war, this
area grew rapidly. Micro neighborhoods were established throughout the area. The Shaw neighborhood
was made up of several different ethnic groups including, Irish, African American, and people of Jewish
descent. Around 1862, streetcars began to travel along 7th and 14th streets, making it easier for people
ohve didier cut. Addittionaly, e presence ol growlng nulnbers oF miilary men, civillan government
employees, black refugees from slave states, entrepreneurs, and others led to the development of the land
in the Shaw area. Between 1871-1874 many physical improvements were made in the southern section
of the Shaw area. “Several roads were surfaced; some streets were included on the city§ sweeping
schedule: shade trees were planted; gas lamps, water mains, fire plugs, and sewers were installed, and
the telegraph lines were erected to enable the use of telephones.”™ (Smith, p. 120)

The racial and class diversity of residents in the late 1800s was similar to the residential make
up of the region today. “Black and white, rich and poor, upper, middle, and lower class persons all
made their homes in the area 1 its early years.” (Smith, p. 120} Many families came to the District
around the time of the civil war. Several of the residents were government employees, particularly the
white tesidents, who were atiracted by the business and employment opportunities created by the war.
[n addition, people were employed as civil servants, small business owners, skilled and unskilled laborers,
and a few protfessionals,

Housing for the needy was provided by the Freedman§ Bureau and several of the black churches
and soclal welfare agencies in the area. Black and white people of all economic levels moved into Shaw
i this early pertod. The homes, “solid row houses of Victorian design, some embellished with fine
ormamental ronwork, were built in the 1370s and 1880s after street paving and other improvements
carnied out by the territorial government encouraged development of what was still pasture land as the
civil war ended.” (Smith, p. 121} While the available [iterature did not describe any slave quarters, a
number ot residents that we interviewed indicated that the homes on Ridge Street were siave quarters for
the homeowners on M and N Streets.

Around the ume of World War I, the region began to lose its appeal as a prestigicus address for
Whites when residential areas o the west and northwest became available by streetcar lines. Another
factor that added to this was the increasing racial segregation in the late nineteenth century, therefore,

Whites sought to distance themselves from their black neighbors, This exodus of white people allowed
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the black people to gain a bit more housing space, but not enough for their needs. “As Shaw began to
become predominately black, at about the turn of the century, the number of black businesses and
nstitutions within it mcreased.” (Smith, p. 123)

While segregation continued to be a problem for biack residents, adequate housing was a second
ssue that impacted their lives. “The housing shortage for blacks in Washington was many times worse
than any shortage experienced by Whites.” (Smith, p. 128) Crowding grew so severe that by World
War II the black community in Washington began to desegregate, and many residents left for
neighborhoods where they were able to find less crowded surroundings. As middle class families began
W THuve OUL, Mally single fdmily properties were el converted w muluipie tamily use, otien by renters,
Increasing the density of the Shaw neighborhood even further. As the “relative poverty of the communiry
grew, the attendant social problems multiplied.” {Smith, p. 128) By the 1960s, an economic depression
hit the region and the city announced plans for a massive redevelopment of the area. [n the 1960s. the
MVS5 reglon was not spared the fires of the civil rights riots, part of a national uprising. Many of the
corner stores were targeted by fires and 7th Street was hard hit by the riots.

Ideas about whether the redevelopment plan succeeded or not varies from person to person either
n the MVS neighborhood, Shaw area, or the District of Columbia. Whar is obvious from interviews
with residents is that poverty, drugs, and crime are still major issues for residents. There is a sense of
hopelessness among some residents, which carried from one generation to the next. Other residents feel
hopetul about the neighborhood’s future.

An additional significant piece of history is the development of what is now the neighborhood’s
formal association. According to one resident, the MVS Neighborhood Association (MVSNA) was
created informally m the 1970s by George Limehouse. He was known as the “Mavor of Sth Street.”
Residents began meeting to discuss issues of importance to the neighborhoed, i.e., crime, violence, drugs,

etc. By the 1980s the Association was formalized.

The Neighborhood Teoday

In order to understand the dynamics within a given neighborhood and conduct an analysis thar
s representative of that immediate area, it is essential to know something about the people and families
who live there. The information listed below was gathered from the 1990 census. The District of
Columbias Office of Planning analyzed the census information for the District and categorized it based
on the following characteristics: family structures, household income, dependency, households,
education, health, youth, and ¢rime. The Planning Office provides information for the entire ¢ity, and

then breaks it down by census tract and ward. Information such as this is essential in that it allows an



individual to create a picture of a given area, as well as provides the residents and the City government
with essenual data to project future development and identify areas that are in need of specific attention.

MVS ftalls almost perfectly into census tract 48.2. The District of Columbia is broken up into
Wards, and MVS is a section of Ward 2. Of interest when {ooking at the census information, is how
MV5 data compares to Ward 2 data and then to the District of Columbia as a whole. Listed beiow is

the census information for tract 48.2, Ward 2, and the District of Columbia.

Census Information
the roliowing 1990 census sniornailon was galered from the Martin Luther King Library in the
District of Columbia. The page numbers at the end of the headings are referring to a publication from

the Planning Office titled District of Columbia Socio Economic Indicators by Census Tract.

Median Household Income (p. 5-19)

The MVS median income is well below the median income for the entire district and for Ward
2. Thrs information was 1dentified in individual interviews with some of the residents and was described
as one ot the major problems affecting a majority of the residents in the neighborhood.

:' # of Households Median Income
Tract 48.2 1,261 520,440
Ward 2 38,852 $31,716

| Chstrict ot Columbia data not avaiiable S30,727

Percent of Population Below Poverty Level (p. 23 - 27)

| # of Persons Measured % Below Poverty
Tract 48.2 3,127 17.8%
Ward 2 70,075 20.7%
District of Columbia 570,826 16.9%

Dependency Information (p. 41 - 53)

Tract 43.2 15 well above both Ward 2 and the District in the number of residents who are eligible

to receive public assistance.

Population % Eligible for % Recelving % Eligible for
AFDC Food Stamps Medicaid
| Tract 48.2 3,090 9.2% 10.4% 22.2%
Ward 2 78,393 3.8% 14% 34%
District of 588,168 7T3% 83% 4.3%
Columbia




Housimng

Median Assessment of Single Family Structures (p. 60 - 72)

The median value of single family homes is well below that of the Districr and significantly below

Ward .
# of Single Family Median Assessment
Structures
Tract 43.2 274 $72.2435
Ward 2 7,310 $283,177
| Thigtriet f Cnlumhbiag 36 910 T4 PR3
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Median Rent Values (p. 92-106)

—

Renter Occupied Housing
Units

Median Rent

Tract 48.2 1,107 53772
Ward 2 27,289 §550
District of Columbia 152,526 441

Percent of Occupied Housing Units That Are Owner Occupied (p. 110-124)

Une concern raised by residents 18 that many of the properties are not owner occupied, and is

supported by the information contained in this table.

Occupied Housing Units

% Orwner Occupied

Tract 48.2 1,264 12.4%
Ward 2 38,900 29 3%
Dhstrict of Columbia 249 634 38.9%

Percent of Househoids That Are Overcrowded (i.e., more than 1 person per room)

(p. 128-142)

Occupied Housing Units

% Overcrowded

Tract 48.2 1,264 11.9%
Ward 2 38,900 6.8%
District of Columbia 249 634 8.2%

Percent of Persons 25 & Over Who Are High School Graduates (p. 147-161)

Persons 25 & Over

% High School Graduates

Tract 48.2 2.025 57.8%
Ward 2 52,940 81.4%
District of Columbia 409,131 731 %

LA




Health Conditions Surrounding Birth (p. 166 - 180)

i # of Births % of Births % without % under % of births
to mothers adequate Sib. 8oz, out of
under 2{ prenatal wedlock

care
Tract 43,7 141 21.3% 61.6% 92% 69.3%
Ward 2 1,980 5% 303% 11.7% 56.8%
District ot 23,023 18.2% 54.8% 13.8% 66.5%
Columbia
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Some the residents expressed concern about the number of children being raised in single parent
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homes within the neighborhood. The census information supports their concerns.

Population under 18 % not living with two
parents
Tract 48.2 %15 75.3%
Ward 2 t 3,260 65.6%
District of Columbia 117,092 £6.4 %

Violent Crime: Homicide, Rape, Robbery, and Aggravated Assauit (p. 204-218)

In several of the interviews, residents identified crime and violence as issues to be addressed.

Population Violent Crime per 1000
Residents
Tract 48.2 3,090 39
Ward 2 78,393 36
District of Columbiz 588,169 25

Staustics regarding the ethnicity of the neighborhood were not available for Tract 48.2.
According to the demographic profile of the Shaw neighborhood, the breakdown is as follows: African
American (63.1%), White (24.2%), American Indian (.2%), Asian (2.6 %), and other (4.9%). The above
demographic protile paraliels some of the data collected by interviews with residents and observations
of MVS.

The significance of the above information is that it is representative of the history of the
neighborhood and reflects current concerns of the residents. Some of the same problems with which
residents were struggling vears ago are still present today. It is clear that the neighborhood has
experienced some changes which have, for the most part, positively impacted the community.

Untortunately, not all of the residents feel as if they have benefited from the changes, which has created

some tension among the residents.






