
RICHARD COHEN 

The Fires in the Ghetto 
Burned for the Enemy 
MORRIS IS TALKING. It is nearly his an-

niversary-10 years. Ten years ago this 
week 586 fires burned in the city of Washington. 
One of them burned in Morris' liquor store. First 
he was looted and then he was burned. It's all 
right. He was once the enemy. 

"The police called around midnight," he said. 
"They said the store was being looted. They said 
please don't come down. They said it wasn't safe. 
We went down around 10 a.m, the next morning 
to open it back up. The store was a mess. We 
lost $30,000 worth of liquor. At 1:30, the police 
came back. They said there were lots of people_ 
coming. They said we had better leave. They said 
they were two blocks away. This time there was a 
fire. That's what happened to me. It was pretty 
bad. It was very bad."  

In a simpler age, Morris was the enemy. We all 
knew that. I, for one, knew that. I, for one, 
bought all the rhetoric, especially that stuff about 
men who own liquor stores in the ghetto—about 
how they took the money out of the community 
and how they sold on credit and how they were 
hated. They got what they had coming and even 
if you didn't buy all of that entirely, it made it 
easier that they sold booze by the pint to men so 
poor they didn't have a hankerchief to blow 
their own nose. 

"Yeah, I heard that," says Morris. "I heard that 
from Jewish people even. Some people said that, 
but we never cheated ariybody. We went accord-
ing to the book, sometimes even cheaper. I'll tell 
you right now that black stores are charging 
more than they should. I see prices in some of 
these stores that are ridiculous." 

See COHEN, B3, Col. 3 
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M

orris does not w
ant m

e to use his real nam
e, 

but he exists—
he exists. S

om
eone told m

e about 
him

, about how
 he ow

ned the liquor store in the 
g
h
etto

, h
o

w
 h

e g
o
t lo

o
ted

 an
d

 th
en

 b
u

rn
ed

 an
d
 ' 

how
 it left him

 scarred—
a little m

an w
ith a m

en-
tal trem

b
le.. T

h
ey

 to
ld

 m
e h

o
w

 h
e co

u
ld

 n
ev

er 
again run his ow

n business and had to w
ork for 

som
eone else—

nerves shot, they said. It turned 
o
u
t it w

asn
't „M

o
rris th

ey
 m

ean
t. It w

as h
is 

cousin. H
e w

as a partner in the store. 
T

he voice of M
orris is younger than the, m

an 
h
im

self is. H
e's clo

se to
 retirem

en
t n

o
w

, a m
an

 
w

ho w
orks "for other m

en, w
ho punches, a clock 

not his ow
n and does not understand how

 he be-
cam

e the enem
y.. A

ll he ever did w
as w

ork. H
e,  

w
orked first in S

outhw
est W

ashington w
here he 

had a clothing store that got urban-renew
ed aw

ay 
and then he w

orked in the liquor business w
hen 

there w
as no other kind of business to buy. Y

ou 
think he w

anted that business? D
o you think he 

w
anted 12 hours a day and six days a w

eek and 
five holdups and asking all the tim

e for ID
s and 

turning aw
ay drunks and looking into the blood 

shot eyes of w
om

en in dirty raincoats—
a pint of 

vodka for breakfast. 
T

h
is is th

e w
ay

 it is. T
h
is is th

e w
ay

 it w
as 

w
hen I w

orked in a liquor store for a relative—
 

T
he F

ires in the G
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B
n

rn
ed for th

e E
n

em
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a sad-eyed m
an w

ho w
en

t in
to

 th
e liq

u
o

r b
u

si-
ness because it w

as a business and there w
ere 

children to feed. H
e used to close at night so he 

d
id

n
't h

av
e to

 d
eal w

ith
 k

id
s ly

in
g
 ab

o
u
t th

eir 
age and he w

ouldn't stock pints so the hard-core 
drunks w

ould pass him
 by. B

ut still they cam
e, 

m
en and w

om
en alike, fighting to look as if they 

d
id

n
't n

eed
 a d

rin
k

, strain
in

g
 fo

r co
n

tro
l, p

er-
fectly dressed, pulling the w

hole thing off, until 
if you look dow

n, you could see they w
ere still in 

their bedroom
 slippers. It w

ould m
ake you w

ant 
to look aw

ay. M
y boss w

as a m
an w

ho hated his 
w

ork. 
"I have a w

ife and three children," says M
orris. 

"I had to m
ake a living. M

y kids w
ent to schooL

 
It co

st m
e a fo

rtu
n

e to
 sen

d
 m

y
 k

id
s to

 sch
o

o
l. 

T
hank G

od they turned out fine. F
or the effort I 

p
u
t in

, I. am
 v

ery
 th

an
k
fu

l. M
y
 o

ld
est o

n
e is a 

d
o
cto

r, m
y
 d

au
g
h
ter's h

u
sb

an
d
 is an

 atto
rn

ey
 

an
d

 th
e o

th
er is an

 acco
u

n
tan

t. I w
o

rk
ed

 v
ery

 
hard for that. I w

orked very hard for that. It w
as 

w
ork, w

ork, w
ork. T

o put in so m
uch effort and 

then to get burned out. W
e had paid off the note a 

m
onth before. It w

as a very sad experience. A
fter  

all that w
ork w

e did, not to be able to m
ake a pro-

fit. A
fter all the w

ork w
e did." 

 
It helps M

orris to talk about w
hat happened to 

him
. It is a relief to be able to talk about it. F

or a 
lo

n
g
 tim

e h
e w

as b
itter. A

fter th
e fire an

d
 th

e 
lo

o
tin

g
, h

e w
en

t d
o
w

n
 to

 th
e W

aterg
ate H

o
tel 

w
here the insurance com

panies had set up tem
-

porary offices. H
e paced the hallw

ays, pleading, 
Y

elling, pulling his 	
L

ater, he sued the gov-. 
ern

m
en

t. W
h

erev
er h

e w
en

t, h
e w

as treated
 as 

if he had it com
ing. H

e had tried to m
ake a living 

and for this, som
ehow

, people thought he had it 
com

ing. 
N
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w
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o
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g
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n
v
ersatio

n
 

w
ith

 M
o
rris. I am
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g
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tsid
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e sto

re h
e 

u
sed

 to
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k
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g
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e an
n
iv
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about the riots and w
hether things are better or 

w
orse or about the sam

e. T
he store has just open-

ed
 an

d
 p

eo
p

le start to
 co

m
e o

u
t o

f th
eir h

o
m

es 
for another day of hard drinking. A

 m
an in a bush 

jacket buys a pint, and then a w
om

an buys a fifth 
and then a couple, laughing loudly and holding 
the bottle up high, buy another fifth. It is a 'sad 
process that has changed little in the last decade 
—

the sam
e people, drinking the sam

e booze, fall-
ing into the sam

e ghetto gutter. A
t that m

om
ent, 

M
orris w

as on his w
ay to N

ew
 Y

ork for a rela-
tive's w

edding. H
e w

asn't needed after alL
 

A
nd to think, he w

as once the enem
y. 


