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The tone was collegial, built on the hopeful assumption that Carson wanted to do right by 
the department. "We were trying to be supportive," Henry Cisneros, from the Clinton 
administration, told me. But it was hard for the ex-secretaries to get a read on Carson's plans, not 
least because the whisper-voiced retired pediatric neurosurgeon was being overshadowed by an 
eighth person at the table: his wife, Candy. An energetic fonner real-estate agent who is an 
accomplished violinist and has co-authored four books with her husband, she had been spending 
far more time inside the department's headquarters at L'Enfant Plaza than anyone could recall a 
secretary's spouse doing in the past, only one of many oddities that HUD employees were 
encountering in the Trump era. She'd even taken the mic before Carson made his introductory 
speech to the department. "We're really excited about working vvith - " She broke off, as if 
detecting the puzzlement of the audience. "WeB, he's reaJly." 

The story of the Trump administration has been dominated by the Russia investigations, 
the Obamacare-repeal morass, and cataclysmic internecine warfare. But there is a whole other 
side to Trump's takeover of Washington: Wbat happens to the government itself, and aU it is 
tasked with doing, when it is placed under the command of the Chaos President? HUD has 
emerged as the perfect distillation of the right's antipathy to governing. If the great radical
conservative dream was, in Grover Norquist's famous words, to "drown government in a 
bathtub," then this was what the fInal gasps of one department might look like. 

November 9 brought open weeping in the halls of HUD headquarters, a BrutaList arc at 
L'Enfant Plaza that resembles a giant concrete honeycomb. Washington was Hillary country, but 
HUD employees had particular cause for agita. For years, the department had suffered low 
morale, and there was the perception, not entirely unjustified, that it was prone to episodes of 
self-dealing and corruption - most recently under Jackson, who was scrutinized for awarding 
HUD projects to companies run by his friends. But the department had experienced a 
rejuvenation in the Obama era, with morale rebounding under the leadership of his frrst 
secretary, Shaun Donovan, an ambitious, politically savvy housing administrator from New 
York. While it faced post-recession budget austerity - with its ranks dropping well below 
8,000, from more than 16,000 decades earlier - the department made homelessness reduction a 
priority. Under Donovan's successor, Julian Castro, the former mayor of San Antonio, BUD 
embarked on a major initiative to address residential segregation by requiring cities and suburbs 
to do more to live up to the edicts of the Fair Housi ng Act of 1968. 

Before the election, Hillary Clinton's campaign sent over a large team of policy experts 
to study up on J-lUD and prepare to take the baton on these efforts. The Trump campaign sent 
one person. "And everyone was joking, 'Well, he'll be gone on November 9,' " one staffer told 
me. 

So the stricken employees were slightly relieved when Trump's operation announced a 
five-person "landing team" for HUD that included Jimmy Kemp, son of Jack. ''There may be 
hope for us after all," a veteran staffer in one local HUD office told his colleagues. The 
semblance of normalcy was short-lived. In late November, word got out that Trump's choice to 
run HUD was Carson. To Twitter wags, the selection was comical in its stereotyping: Of course 
Trump would assign the only African-American in his Cabinet to the "urban" department. But to 
many HUD employees, the selection of so ill-qualified a leader felt like an insult. "People feel 
disrespected. They see Carson and think, I've been in housing policy for 20 or 30 years, and if J 
walked away, J would never expect to get hired as a nurse," said one staffer at a branch office, 
who, like most employees I spoke with, requested anonymity to guard against retribution. 
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things off 15 minutes early and referred to those who arrived on time as being late. He demurred 
when asked by the city's former health commissioner Joshua Sharfstein if he'd commit the 
department to an ambitious reduction in child lead poisoning, saying something to the effect that 
he needed to be careful about setting big goals because he ''worked for a guy who, if you don't 
meet your goals, he'll so skewer you." 

The next morning, Carson held photo-ops at two homes that had undergone HUD-ftmded 
lead abatement. At the first home, he looked confused when workers explained that one of their 
ftrst steps had been to make sure the home's doors closed properly in the door jambs. "What 
does that have to do with lead?" asked the nation's secretary of Housing. The workers explained 
that a key to reducing lead-paint flaking was to reduce the friction involved in opening and 
closing windows and doors. A moment later, a deputy housing commissioner noted that the work 
had been made possible in part by Corrununity Development Block Grants, which Trump's HUD 
budget eliminated. 

Ben Carson JI. resurfaced at the second day's other open event, a visit to a health fair in 
East Baltimore. I watched with some amazement as the younger Carson, clad in tinted aviator 
shades, circulated among those seeking his father's attention. At one point, Carson If. was 
approached by two entrepreneurs he knew who were hoping to pitch HUD on a proposal to use 
public housing as the site to pilot their for-profit venture replacing cash bail with the 
relinquishing of guns. Carson Jr. heard them out and then said, "Have you talked to Dad?" He 
then led them over to a clutch of Carson's HUD aides to make introductions. 

A moment later, I asked Carson Jr. why he was taking such an active role on the 
Baltimore trip. "With anything where we can be helpful, if Dad asks us to come along and help 
out, we'll always do that. We're here to offer support, whatever we can do," he said. I asked 
about all the time he was spending at HUD headquarters. "If you're a concerned citizen and 
you're not spending time in D.C. trying to actually make sure the right things are happening, 
then you probably could do more," he said. "You should have access to your public officials, and 
if that's not allowed, then there's a big problem with how the representatives are handling their 
relationship with citizens." (Never mind that in this case, the "public official" was his ovm 
father.) 

Later, I asked Ben Carson for a comment on his son's role. "Ben Carson Jr. has visited 
me, but he has no role at the department," he said through a spokesman. It was hard to know 
what to make of it all. On the one hand, it bore obvious similarities to the proliferation of Trumps 
and Kushners inside the White House, with all their attendant business conflicts. 

But it was also possible that Ben Jr., and his mom, were so often at his father's side for 
just the reason Ben If. claimed, to provide support. Because it was not hard to see why Carson 
would feel insecurity. He had been chosen for a job he had few qualifications for by a man who 
bad few obvious qualifications for his own job, and he was now being left to his own devices to 
defend the dismantling of the department he was supposed to run, with an underpopulated corps 
of deputies at his side. (Even by mid-August, the Office of Public and Indian Housing, which 
spends tens of billions per year, did not have any senior political leadership whatsoever.) It was 
as if the White House were ensuring that whatever mere starvation failed to accomplish at BUD, 
indifference and mismanagement would finish. 

The day before, as I waited outside the school building where Carson was meeting with 
the public-health experts, a young mother, Danielle Jackson, had come along with her three 
young daughters. She asked me what was going on inside, and 1 told her. She said she herself 
had been on the waiting list for a Section 8 voucher for three years, and she seemed to take the 
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