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Williams: Inspiration for 'Wire'
character finds hope in Richmond

By Michael Paul Williams

Donnie Andrews' past as a drug dealer and stickup artist in West Baltimore inspired the
character Omar Little on the HBO series "The Wire."
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Today, Andrews, in his quest to revitalize a community he once preyed upon, draws
mspiration from Boaz and Ruth, a Richmond faith-based re-entry program whose mission
is to rebuild lives and communities through training, transitional jobs and economic
revitalization.

During a recent visit to the nonprofit organization in Highland Park, Andrews, 57, said he
learned about Boaz and Ruth from a Bon Secours administrator.

"She was telling me, 'You need to go to Richmond and visit a sweet woman called Miss
Martha,' " he said.

He was speaking of Martha Rollins, Boaz and Ruth's founder and president, who gave
Andrews a tour of its Meadowbridge Road enterprises, which include a furniture thrift
store, a clothing thrift store and a café in a converted firehouse.

"This is the perfect model for people to look at, because it gives the community new
hope," said Andrews, who, with that aim, launched a nonprofit called Why Murder?

That question represents an autobiographical pivot in Andrews' life. Andrews, paid by a
drug lord to kill a rival, recalled the man's last word before he fired the fatal shot: "Why?"

"I'm standing over the guy and I'm asking myself, "Why did I do this?' " he recalled. "It
made me see the world at a different angle. It made me realize everything I was living for
wasn't worth dying for."

He realized he was alone, with his hate and his gun, afraid to be his own man. "I was just a
walking dead man, waiting for a grave."

He confessed to the killing and agreed to wear a wire, which helped bring down a
dangerous drug organization. But instead of the 10-year sentence he was told he would
receive, Andrews was handed two life sentences. He spent nearly 18 years in federal
prison before being paroled through the efforts of advocates such as Ed Burns, the former
Baltimore homicide detective who collaborated with David Simon on "The Wire," and
Charles Scheeler, the federal prosecutor who helped convict him.

Michael Millemann, a University of Maryland law professor, also worked to secure
Andrews' parole in April 2005.

Millemann said Andrews began turning his life around on his own after the murder. "He felt
a real sense of remorse," he said. "That affected him, as it should have, profoundly."

"While he was inside, he had an unbroken record of extraordinary accomplishment,"
Millemann added. Andrews learned a trade, counseled young inmates and somehow
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managed to talk Fran Boyd, his future wife, off heroin over the phone.

Boyd would become a subject of a 1997 book (and later, an HBO miniseries) by Simon
and Burns, "The Corner: A Year in the Life of an Inner-City Neighborhood," and now
works as an AIDS counselor.

Since his release, Andrews has been a "fabulous" investigator for the University of
Maryland Innocence Project, Millemann said. "They're doing great stuff with their lives."

The Omar Little character was killed off in the fifth season of "The Wire." But Andrews
sounds determined to make the most of his life. "I can't make a difference out there if |
can't make a difference in here," he said, patting his heart.

"We have the same problem they have in certain corridors of Baltimore," Andrews said,
adding that he feels like he is partly responsible for the devastation in his community. "I
feel like now it's my obligation to undo what I've done in the past."

Whole blocks he used to hang out on in Baltimore are now slated for demolition. "First
thing, we reduce crime in the community, rebuild, then bring in developers," he said.

Said Rollins, "We're one in vision. ... I was amazed."

She's also impressed with his nonprofit's board of directors, which includes Scheeler,
Millemann and former NAACP President and CEO Kweisi Mfume. "I believe they'll
succeed," she said.

Rollins' belief carries a lot of weight: Millemann called Boaz and Ruth "a great program.”
And then there's grass-roots testimony.

On an afternoon along the Meadowbridge Road corridor, several men walked up to her to
reintroduce themselves, give her a hug and tell her how her program had improved their
lives.

That could be Andrews someday on a revitalized West Baltimore corridor.
"Definitely," he said, as he prepared to leave Highland Park. "This is exactly what I want to

do. It's showing it can be done."
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