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Finding affordable housing in a his-
torically tight market is difficult in the
best of circumstances.

Ashley Williams and her three chil-
dren this autumn have not been in the
best of circumstances. Their near-brush
this past week with eviction highlights

the challenges facing families and pub-
lic officials in ensuring people have a
place to live.

For the last four months the Williams
family has been in emergency shelter in
the Econo Lodge hotel on West Henrietta
Road. Williams has been trying through-
out that time to find an apartment she
can afford, but the odds have been
stacked against her succeeding.

The state’s rental housing allowance

is less than $400 a month, far from
adequate to afford anything.

Her ability to save more of her own
money is hurt by a policy requiring
her to contribute her son’s monthly
social services payment toward the
cost of county-provided emergency
housing, or else to prove she used it
for an allowed expense.

Monroe County Legislator Rachel Barnhart, left, with Ashley Williams, right, and her son, Sir Jones-Williams, 9. For the
last four months the Williams family has been in emergency shelter while trying to find an apartment she can afford.
JUSTIN MURPHY/ROCHESTER DEMOCRAT AND CHRONICLE

AN EVICTION AVOIDED
Single mom’s fight to remain housed shows gaps in Monroe County’s approach

Justin Murphy
Rochester Democrat and Chronicle

USA TODAY NETWORK

“Emotionally, I’ve been a wreck. I feel bad for my children. I feel hopeless at times,

because it’s hard to get into a place.” 
Ashley Williams who said she received a letter from the Monroe County Department of Human Services recently saying she had lost eligibility for
temporary housing assistance “as you have failed without good cause to ... (pursue) other housing options to locate permanent housing.”

See HOUSING, Page 5A

Your Christmas tree was carefully se-
lected, whether you cut it at a tree farm
or pick your favorite pre-cut tree at a lot.
But now you need to transport your tree
home.

While finding the perfect tree may be
tricky, transporting the tree home can

also pose a challenge.
According to AAA, 44% of Americans

planning to purchase a real Christmas
tree transport the tree using unsafe meth-
ods, such as tying the tree to the roof of
their vehicle without using a roof rack or
placing the tree in the bed of a pickup.

If not properly secured, a tree can
cause vehicle damage including 

Andre
Banks,

owner and
operator

of a small
Christmas
tree stand

in
Odenton,

Md., helps
put a tree

in the back
of a car.

AFP VIA

GETTY

IMAGES

Tips to get Christmas tree home
without damaging your vehicle
Victoria E. Freile
Rochester Democrat and Chronicle

USA TODAY NETWORK

See CHRISTMAS TREES, Page 5A

WASHINGTON – Retired Supreme
Court Justice Sandra Day O’Connor, the
first woman to serve on the nation’s
highest court and a crucial swing vote
during her nearly twenty-five year ten-
ure, died on Friday. She was 93.

A key figure in landmark Supreme
Court cases dealing with abortion, af-
firmative action and civil rights, O’Con-
nor retired in 2006 and announced in
2018 that she had been diagnosed with
dementia and would withdraw from
public life.

O’Connor was President Ronald Rea-
gan’s first nominee to the Supreme
Court, joining the court in 1981 after an
already notable career that included
serving as the majority leader in Arizo-
na’s state Senate – the first woman to
hold that title in the nation.

SANDRA DAY O’CONNOR
1930-2023

Trailblazer
was first
woman on
high court
For nearly 25 years, she
was a swing vote in 
many blockbuster cases

John Fritze
USA TODAY

Sandra Day O’Connor
was President Ronald
Reagan’s first nominee
to the Supreme Court,
becoming the first
woman to hold that title
TIM DILLON/USA TODAY FILE

See O’CONNOR, Page 5A
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TRADITIONAL SOFA
With a warm floral pattern and

classic traditional design, this

80’’ sofa is sure to enhance

the atmosphere of any living

room also available. Matching

pieces also

on sale.

LARAMIE SOFA
Attention to detail is apparent with

this Benchcraft sofa. Nailhead trim

and throw pillows accent the rich

microfiber beautifully in this relaxing

sofa. Matching

pieces also on sale.
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CASUAL SOFA
This fashion forward sofa

features pillow-top arms and

seat cushions. Covered in a

plush, durable micro-fibre

fabric. Matching

pieces also

available
$599
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RECLINING SOFA
You won’t go wrong with this 
reclining sofa with its comfortable 
back and arm design. Ample 
seating room makes the comfort 
possibilities endless.  
Matching pieces  
also on Sale!

$899

STOREWIDE
THANKSGIVING  

DAY SALE  
GOING ON NOW!!

In November, that was winter coats for her children.
Most of the phone numbers on the list of options

provided by the county are inoperable, Williams said.
If she were to locate an available apartment and want-
ed to visit it, she’d first have to walk a mile to the near-
est bus stop.

“It’s embarrassing,” she said. “My son just spent his
birthday here. It’s depressing.”

Yet December dawns with a small bit of good news
for Williams and her children: They will not be evicted.

She had received a letter from the Monroe County
Department of Human Services recently saying she
had lost eligibility for temporary housing assistance
“as you have failed without good cause to ... (pursue)
other housing options to locate permanent housing.”

Her shelter at the Econo Lodge was scheduled to
end at the start of this month. She did not know for
much of this past week where she and her children
would go next.

“I’m calling the numbers (the county) is giving me,
and then (they) say I’m not looking,” she said Tuesday.
“It’s not fair.”

Now, however, the Monroe County Department of
Human Service has rescinded the sanctons it had lev-
ied against Williams, she said Friday, meaning she and
her children can remain at the Econo Lodge while she
continues to search for permanent housing.

“They said they’re not going to sanction me, but I
still have to follow proper procedure,” she said in a
brief phone inerview while in line at the Department of
Motor Vehicles.

“Emotionally, I’ve been a wreck. I feel bad for my
children. I feel hopeless at times, because it’s hard to
get into a place.”

Monroe County Legislator Rachel Barnhart had
brought Williams’ case to light. She said it’s part of a
growing pattern of evidence that the county is not do-
ing enough to help people find temporary or perma-
nent housing.

In cases like Williams’, Barnhart said, the Monroe
County is unnecessarily harsh in declaring people out
of compliance and kicking them off assistance. That
contention is supported by a 2018 report comparing
counties throughout the state on how they provide
public assistance.

“The county has discretion to specify what looking
hard enough looks like,” she said.

County Communicators Director Gary Walker
called the press conference that Barnhart organized
“an unfortunate, self-aggrandizing exercise in exploit-
ing a family in their time in need” and said the county’s
hands are largely tied by state regulations.

He declined to comment on Williams’ case in partic-
ular or to make anyone available for an interview.

Williams’ situation is one of several recent exam-
ples of fissures in the local housing safety net – some
of them seemingly caused by the county Department
of Human Services itself.

h In July the county abruptly pulled the contract for
emergency homeless shelter at the Motel 6 on Chili Av-
enue, sending families with children scrambling.

h A recently opened homeless shelter called Project
HAVEN, meanwhile, said last month it was precari-
ously close to shutting its doors for lack of funding.

h Most of the affected children are students in the
Rochester City School District, where student tran-
sience has emerged as a major obstacle to academic
reform. 

Barnhart has been a steady critic of Monroe County
Executive Adam Bello for not doing more to reform and
buttress the Department of Human Services, includ-
ing housing support. She unsuccessfully proposed a
pilot expansion of housing subsidies using local funds.

“It’s very clear that we’re not giving people what
they need to move into stable, permanent housing,”
she said Tuesday, calling the current approach “cruel
and inhumane.”

– Justin Murphy is a veteran reporter at the Demo-
crat and Chronicle and author of “Your Children Are
Very Greatly in Danger: School Segregation in Roches-
ter, New York.” Follow him on Twitter at twitter.com/
CitizenMurphy or contact him at jmurphy7@gan-
nett.com.

Housing
Continued from Page 1A

scratched paint, torn door seals or distorted window
frames. Or the tree could fly off or out of the vehicle
and become a danger to other drivers.

According to AAA, 16% of Americans who plan to
buy and transport a Christmas tree have previously
experienced a tree falling off or out of their vehicle
while transporting the tree.

6 tips when transporting your Christmas tree

AAA offered the following transport tips:

h Plan ahead – Before leaving to buy a tree, make
sure to bring strong rope or ratchet straps, an old blan-
ket, gloves and the right vehicle. One with a roof rack is
ideal, but a pickup truck, SUV, van or minivan would
also work.

h Wrap and cover the tree – Ask employees at the
tree lot or farm to wrap your newly purchased tree in
netting before loading it. 

h Trunk first – Place the tree on the roof rack or in
the bed of the truck with the trunk facing the front of
the car. If your vehicle does not have a roof rack and is
large enough – place the tree inside.

h Secure the tree – Tie down the tree at its bottom,
center and top using strong rope or nylon ratchet
straps. Use fixed vehicle tie-down points and loop the
rope or strap around the tree trunk above a branch to

prevent any side-to-side or front-to-rear movement.
Tie down any loose branches.

h Tug test – Once secured, give the tree several
strong tugs from various angles to make sure it will not
come loose.

h Drive slowly – Drive slowly and take back roads if
possible. Higher speeds can create significant airflow
that can damage your tree or challenge even the best
tie-down method.

Christmas trees
Continued from Page 1A

She died in Phoenix of complications related to ad-
vanced dementia and a respiratory illness, according
to a statement from the Supreme Court.

“A daughter of the American Southwest, Sandra
Day O’Connor blazed an historic trail as our nation’s
first female justice,” Chief Justice John Roberts said in
a statement.

“She met that challenge with undaunted determi-
nation, indisputable ability, and engaging candor,” he
said. “We at the Supreme Court mourn the loss of a
beloved colleague, a fiercely independent defender of
the rule of law, and an eloquent advocate for civics
education.

During much of her time on the court, which
spanned three chief justices, O’Connor was a swing
vote in many blockbuster cases and, in part because of
that, was arguably the most powerful woman in the
nation. She helped craft a 1992 opinion in Planned Par-
enthood v. Casey that upheld a woman’s right to an
abortion but permitted states to impose additional re-
strictions. That decision, along with the court’s 1973
ruling in Roe v. Wade, was overruled by the court’s con-
servative majority last year.

O’Connor wrote for the majority in Grutter v. Boll-
inger, a 2003 decision that permitted universities to
consider race as a factor in admissions to boost minor-
ity enrollment as long as they also weighed other char-
acteristics unique to individual applicants. That pre-
cedent was abandoned earlier this year when the Su-
preme Court struck down affirmative action policies at
Harvard University and the University of North Caroli-
na.

O’Connor joined the court’s 5-4 ruling that decided
the 2000 presidential election in favor of George W.
Bush. She later questioned whether the court should
have gotten involved, telling the Chicago Tribune that
it “stirred up the public” and “gave the court a less-than
perfect reputation.”

Who was Sandra Day O’Connor?

Born in Texas, O’Connor grew up on a cattle ranch in
rural Arizona, where she developed a skepticism of the
federal government’s land management policies – a
perception some observers say influenced her com-
mitment to federalism and state rights on the court.
She graduated high school at 16 and enrolled at Stan-
ford University, where she later continued on to study
law.

Early in her career, she struggled to find work. She
remembered a bulletin board noting law firms inter-
ested in interviewing its graduates for jobs.

“I called at least 40 of those firms asking for an in-
terview, and not one of them would give me an inter-
view,” O’Connor told NPR. “I was a woman. They said
they don’t hire women. It was a total shock to me. … I
had done well in law school, and it never entered my

mind that I couldn’t get an interview. That’s the way it
was in those days.”

She approached the county attorney in San Mateo,
California, because he had hired a woman once. He
said O’Connor seemed like a good hire but he had no
money left in his budget and no space left in his office.

O’Connor offered to work for free until money was
available, which took several months.

“And that was my first job as a lawyer,” O’Connor
said. “I worked for no pay and I put my desk in there
with the secretary. But I loved my job. It was great.”

After the Supreme Court

O’Connor announced her retirement – earlier than
some expected – to care for her husband, who had ad-
vanced Alzheimer’s and who died in 2009. She was
succeeded by Samuel Alito, who is now the second-
most senior associate justice on the Supreme Court.

After an active post-court career – including serv-
ing as chancellor of the College of William & Mary in
Virginia –O’Connor largely remained out of public
view after announcing her dementia diagnosis in 2018.

“While the final chapter of my life with dementia
may be trying, nothing has diminished my gratitude
and deep appreciation for the countless blessings in
my life,” she wrote in a letter released by the court at
the time.

“How fortunate I feel to be an American and to have

been presented with the remarkable opportunities
available to the citizens of our country,” she added. “As
a young cowgirl from the Arizona desert, I never could
have imagined that one day I would become the first
woman justice on the U.S. Supreme Court.”

O’Connor’s legacy

In her later years, O’Connor wrote a memoir, a histo-
ry of the Supreme Court and several children’s books.
She also founded iCivics, an online program to instill
an understanding of government in a new generation.
She frequently spoke in defense of an independent ju-
diciary.

She also remained active by sitting on federal ap-
peals cases for years after her retirement from the Su-
preme Court.

Ruth McGregor, a former chief justice of the Arizona
Supreme Court who served as a law clerk for O’Connor
in her first year, recalled mailbags delivered to her
chambers with letters of support from across the
country.

“It’s easy to forget people in a public position have a
personal side,” McGregor told the Arizona Republic,
but O’Connor was thoughtful and warm. “She’s just
present in her friends’ lives.”

Today, four women serve on the nation’s highest
court.

Contributing: Arizona Republic

O’Connor
Continued from Page 1A

“How fortunate I feel to be an American and to have been presented with the remarkable opportunities
available to the citizens of our country,” Sandra Day O’Connor said in a 2018 letter. “As a young cowgirl from
the Arizona desert, I never could have imagined that one day I would become the first woman justice on the
U.S. Supreme Court.” H. DARR BEISER/USA TODAY FILE


