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PROLOGUE



I VIVIDLY REMEMBER my first visit to New York City; it was hate at first sight.


It was the summer of 1968, and I had just turned ten. A typical summer vacation for our family was a long car trip from our home in suburban Detroit to the East Coast. My parents packed my three younger brothers and me into our 1965 dark-blue Impala station wagon, and we headed first to Montreal to see Expo 1967, one year late, then down through Vermont and on to the obligatory stop in Boston, where our grandparents lived. Before heading home, Mom and Dad decided to visit my Dad’s brother, Mike, and his family, who had just moved to Brookfield, Connecticut, about seventy miles from New York City.


On the spur of the moment, the adults decided it would be fun to go see the Ringling Brothers and Barnum & Bailey Circus at the then-new Madison Square Garden. Back into the station wagon we piled, and we headed for New York City for a day trip.


It was the kind of grayish, sweltering, August day that made the air above the road shimmer in waves. As we drove south on the highway, just past the sign that said “Entering New York City,” I was in the backseat on the left side staring out the window when I suddenly saw in the distance what looked like an alien city. As we drove closer, the outlines of dozens of seemingly identical brown buildings piercing the sky grew clearer. They seemed to be replicating, with more anonymous clones under construction—a vast, bleak, spreading mass. In the foreground was a dump. My dad announced that this was Co-op City.


Co-op City was built in the 1960s and early 1970s as a new type of development for middle-income New Yorkers. An unprecedented endeavor, it is still the largest single residential development in the United States—thirty-seven towers plus garages, schools, and its own postal code.


I knew none of that as we drove by, but just that the uniform towers, alone in the distance, looked monstrous. They were the first image I had of New York. “I am never going to live in this city,” I shouted out from the backseat.


Despite my resolution, on January 1, 2002, I stood on a ledge of a damaged skyscraper looking down on Ground Zero and realized that my fate was intertwined with the future of New York. At that moment, as I contemplated the twisted wreckage, I was overcome by my responsibility as the new Deputy Mayor for Economic Development and Rebuilding for the Michael Bloomberg Administration, not only to oversee the rebuilding of the World Trade Center site but also to consider New York City’s place in the world.


In the wake of September 11, 2001, fundamental questions about the practicality of cities across the country—and indeed the entire free world—were raised. Were great cities still possible? Could millions of people live together safely and even thrive in a world that faced unprecedented economic, security, and even existential threats? New York had always stood alone among cities for its openness and ambition. Now people were questioning whether the very things that made the city so unique could continue.


Less than two months earlier, on November 11, 2001, the New York Times had run a front-page story outlining a bleak possible future: “The slowing economy, the collapse of the dot-com bubble and the impact of September 11 have raised the specter of the city’s enduring another period of austerity, a return to the days of dirtier streets, legions of the homeless, an increase in the welfare population, a rise in crime, a plummet in the quality of life so sharp that people fled town.”


The writers were right to be worried. On January 1, 2002, it was fair to question the very premise of New York. In the three months after the attack that spanned roughly seventeen minutes, New York City lost approximately 430,000 jobs and $2.8 billion in wages. Gross domestic product (GDP) for the city declined by an estimated $11.5 billion by the end of 2001, resulting in more than $2 billion in lost tax revenues. Approximately 18,000 small businesses were destroyed or displaced after the attacks. In some neighborhoods around Ground Zero, vacancy rates shot to over 40 percent.


Cornerstone businesses such as American Express and Lehman Brothers had to abandon their smoldering headquarters. In fact, New York City lost 25,000 of its 208,000 security-industry jobs in the month after the attacks.


For a city highly dependent on its financial services sector, this could have been a crippling blow by itself. It was made worse by the shattering of the city’s second most important industry—tourism, which employed 263,000 people and generated $25 billion per year. The number of tourists plummeted by almost 50 percent, dropping hotel occupancy below 40 percent; 3,000 employees in the travel and tourism industry were laid off in a single week after the attack.


September 11 could have broken the city’s back, forever associating New York with its most famous disaster. But New Yorkers, aided by people from around the world, took the challenge to heart. This book is the story of some of the people who rose to that challenge in, or in partnership with, the city’s mayoral administration. By the time Mike Bloomberg completed his third term at the end of 2013, New York was in remarkable shape.


Although the financial rebound was spectacular, I suspect that when the legacy of this time is judged generations from now, the history books will focus not on the money but on what was built with it. The Bloomberg years changed the physical nature of the city in ways that will undergird prosperity for decades.


Back in 2001, there had been little physical change to the city for nearly a half century. There were many reasons for this, including the fact that New York had been too budget-strapped to invest and that trauma from development catastrophes in the 1960s, such as tearing down the original, extraordinary Pennsylvania Station, had left the city paralyzed.


In this suspended state, New York was rotting—literally. Vast swaths of riverfront property were decrepit and unusable. Neglected industrial buildings and railyards, relics of a bygone manufacturing era, marred the outskirts of all the boroughs. The transportation and energy infrastructure had not been changed in decades. The city’s housing stock was woefully insufficient. And as a coastline city, we faced grave new threats from rising oceans and storms caused by global warming.


Against these odds came a group of city officials, most of whom had virtually no government experience or expertise in city policy. I brought zero experience in government to the task of reviving New York from its most serious financial, emotional, and existential crisis in modern history. And the only staff I could afford was young (average age: twenty-eight), with even less experience than I had. On paper, we were probably among the least-prepared administrations in history—at a time when the stakes had never been higher.


My friends are often curious about why I am writing this account only now, a decade after I’ve been out of office. The answer is that building big things takes time. And it is only now that the full sweep of what we were able to accomplish is becoming clear, and I can confidently evaluate all that has succeeded—and, of course, the areas in which we fell short.


From the street level, it is hard to absorb all the changes. In fact, many of our adjustments to make the city more financially secure and environmentally sustainable are invisible to the naked eye. It is hard to appreciate the fact that hundreds of thousands of jobs were created during the Bloomberg Administration, many of which were in industries that were the subject of targeted policy interventions, or that the air is healthier, the water is cleaner, the energy infrastructure has been upgraded, hundreds of playgrounds opened up, and a million trees were planted because of PlaNYC, the city’s novel sustainability plan. Yet there is so much that you can see.


Imagine that you could come with me to one of my favorite places in New York, the Panorama at the Queens Museum. Originally built for Robert Moses’s 1964 World’s Fair, it features one huge room where you can hover just above a replica of the entire city, with all of its nearly one million buildings. In one quick turn of your head you can take in everything from the Harlem River in the Bronx to the north of the city to the Verrazano Bridge, which spans New York Harbor before it breaks into the Atlantic Ocean, to the south.


From high above the Bronx, you couldn’t miss the new Yankee Stadium, but perhaps, without a guide, you wouldn’t know that you were looking down on acres of new apartment buildings—just some of the astonishing 165,000 units we erected as part of a pathbreaking affordable-housing plan.


Dropping down over Queens, you would see another new stadium for the Mets, but here you would also spot the towers of Hunters Point and Long Island City—part of a sustained building boom we brought about by resuscitating an abandoned industrial waterfront and stimulating a new commercial district.


That plan also provided parkland along the East River extending well into Brooklyn. As your eyes traveled south along the Brooklyn waterfront, you would see hundreds of new buildings in Greenpoint and Williamsburg, neighborhoods rezoned to accommodate residential uses, which now contain perhaps the greatest concentration of hipsters in the world.


If you looked carefully enough, you could spot new industrial buildings in the Brooklyn Navy Yard, once the shipyard that launched many of the nation’s most venerable naval vessels, now reinvented to accommodate new manufacturing uses appropriate for a twenty-first-century economy. Just a little farther south, you would see, just under the highway that separates elegant Brooklyn Heights and the waterfront, the new Brooklyn Bridge Park, a spectacular public space that has restored the views of Lower Manhattan after decades of their being blocked by unused pier heads.


From Brooklyn Bridge Park, if you looked just a short distance into the inner harbor, you would spot Governors Island, an abandoned military base transformed into a vast new park soaring against the skyline, with four glorious hills made partly out of the rubble of the old buildings torn down to make way for the hills. Off in the distance you would spy a revived Coney Island, where new attractions and amusements have drawn people back to the waterfront in South Brooklyn, beginning to stimulate new residential and commercial investment.


If you tore yourself away from this buzzing, beloved waterfront, you could move inland to the new towers of Downtown Brooklyn, nestled amid a reinvigorated arts district with new theaters and, yes, another arena there, home to the Brooklyn Nets and the New York Islanders. The Barclays Center brought professional sports back to a borough whose population would make it the fourth largest city in the United States for the first time since the beloved Brooklyn Dodgers relocated to Los Angeles in 1957.


Crossing the East River to the bottom of Manhattan Island, the ferries shuttle passengers around the curve of the borough and up the twist of the river, providing vital new arteries of transportation in the city. Far from being scarred forever by the attacks, Lower Manhattan is now on its way to being nearly completely rebuilt as a twenty-first-century, live-work-visit community, attracting internationally renowned companies to its commercial core; young families to its burgeoning network of housing, schools, and parks; and visitors from around the world to a deeply moving memorial to the events of 9/11.


Now we go up the Hudson to Manhattan’s last undeveloped frontier, the Far West Side, which at its core was six blocks of active railyards and is now becoming—on top of those railyards—the country’s largest-ever development, a glittering neighborhood of skyscrapers made easily accessible by a new subway stop and anchored by the world-renowned High Line Park. When the Bloomberg Administration entered office, the decaying, elevated line was slated to be destroyed; it quickly became the tenth most Instagrammed site in the world.


The road to these achievements, and many more, was never a smooth or simple one. Nothing in New York ever is. This is not to say that everything we tried was successful or that there weren’t unintended consequences. We made enormous mistakes, but generally we learned and adapted. Along the way, we gained a far more nuanced understanding of New York’s unique character—its assets and liabilities. From this understanding, we developed a guiding philosophy and a new set of tools for making plans and then executing them.


As Deputy Mayor for Economic Development and Rebuilding, my role was focused on the physical and financial recovery of New York. This is the story of that recovery. This story is not a comprehensive history of the Bloomberg Administration. Mike Bloomberg recruited and then led an extraordinarily talented group of public officials, many of whom remained in the Bloomberg Administration for all three four-year terms, in part because they believed in their city and because they were empowered by the Mayor to be bold and take risks.


The success we enjoyed on the economic and physical fronts rested, in the first place, on the foundation of the sound fiscal management by the Mayor, Deputy Mayor Marc Shaw, and Budget Director Mark Page and their teams in the immediate aftermath of 9/11, when huge budget deficits could have crippled the city. The economic rebound we experienced would not have been possible but for the dramatically safer city that Police Commissioner Ray Kelly and the New York Police Department (NYPD) provided at the same time they were ensuring that the city was protected from another terrorist attack; the growth that we experienced benefited from the Mayor’s willingness to take over the school system along with Chancellors Joel Klein and Dennis Walcott’s efforts to open hundreds of new schools, invest in old ones, and make teachers, principals, and administrators more accountable, leading to significant improvements in student performance. Improvements in quality of life—for all residents, businesses, and visitors—make a city worth living in, and with few exceptions Deputy Mayors, Commissioners, and their staffs bequeathed to their successors creative and responsive agencies committed to doing just that. Overseeing all of that was a Mayor—with First Deputy Mayor Patti Harris providing unassuming but indispensable support—who guided and supported his team, especially when things got very difficult.


Although this is my story and New York’s story, I also think it is a tale that has broader applicability. All cities struggle with the same issues: sprawl, congestion, public safety, underused land, affordability, job growth, deteriorating water quality and shortages, derelict waterfronts, environmental sustainability, quality of life, and, maybe most important, how to stay dynamic and viable in an increasingly competitive world. I hope our path can be a guide and inspiration for others around the world, especially given New York’s status as a beacon for other cities.















CHAPTER ONE



SETTLING (RELUCTANTLY) IN NEW YORK


AS MY WIFE, Alisa, and I were contemplating where to live after graduate school, New York was the last place we expected to end up.


We had met at Harvard as freshmen and married at what now seems like the shocking age of twenty-three. We decided to go to graduate school at the University of Chicago, where she studied business and I pursued law.


Alisa’s MBA program finished a year before mine, so she was going to have to find a permanent job while I looked for something over the summer. We agreed to focus our search on Boston or Philadelphia, nice East Coast cities that were not New York. I had to choose first because the interviewing season for law schools was in the fall, whereas business schools waited until winter. I picked the top Philadelphia firm, Dechert Price and Rhoads.


Meanwhile, Alisa concluded that she really wanted to work in media. She reached out to every television station, every newspaper, anything that resembled a media company in Philadelphia. No luck.


Then she uttered the dreaded words: “I think I have to look in New York.” It was the media capital of the world. How could I argue? Alisa found a job in the city at HBO, and we moved. I commuted that summer to Philadelphia and arranged to take my final year of law school at New York University. We expected to stay for only a couple of years.


A friend let us rent his spacious Gramercy Park apartment for about $600 a month. Back then the park and the brownstones around it retained their elegance, but the neighborhood around it was run down. Park Avenue South was filled with prostitutes. Union Square was a haven for drug dealers. Somewhat reluctantly, I figured if I was going to be stuck in New York for the foreseeable future, I might as well explore it. I spent days wandering the city, taking the then-wretched subway to remote stations in the system just to see the neighborhoods above them. I began to play a game of guessing how many different nationalities there were among the passengers on the subway cars.


My other activity that year was trying to find a job. My summer in Philadelphia had helped me to understand what I wanted to do. I had been assigned to work on one of the largest attempted hostile takeover bids in history. Our job was the defense of Getty Oil from an attack by Pennzoil. One day I saw on a partner’s desk a blue, Velo-bound book with “Goldman Sachs” stamped on it. I vaguely understood that Goldman Sachs was involved in the deal but didn’t really know what an investment bank did. I asked to look at it, and the partner tossed it over to me. Later that evening, I started leafing through it. Filled with pages and pages of numbers, it analyzed the value of Getty Oil from dozens of different perspectives.


Right then and there I decided that I was going to be an investment banker. Never mind that I barely knew what that meant. I was convinced it was connected to an unlikely talent I had discovered in college: spotting stories in numbers. On a whim, I had taken a summer job between my junior and senior years with a political pollster and learned statistics. Until that point, I had been largely aimless and adrift at Harvard, unsure of my place. But as I dug into the polling numbers, I began seeing patterns. As my senior thesis, I developed an algorithm to predict congressional elections that correctly explained nearly all of the races I analyzed.


An unremarkable student my first three years, I worked harder than I ever had in my life. I ended up summa cum laude on the thesis, the highest grade of the more than one hundred seniors in the department. Surely, I could be an investment banker!


Salomon Brothers and Goldman Sachs briskly rejected me. I guess that having no relevant skills wasn’t a plus. (“But I took Accounting for Lawyers,” I protested to no avail.)


A friend from law school who already worked at Lehman Brothers helped me get an interview at that then-prestigious investment bank. Somehow I survived the first-round interrogation and was called back. I had no idea what to expect, but I was ushered into the plush partners’ dining room and seated at the end of a huge, oval table. Two senior partners, Steve Fenster and Peter Solomon, sat on either side of me. Two things were immediately apparent. First, the fact that I had attended Harvard was a huge plus for the two Harvard alums—for much of the interview that’s all we talked about. The second was that they really didn’t care for each other much and so spent the rest of the time bickering. As a result, they didn’t have time to uncover just how ignorant I really was. A few days later, I was offered a position as an investment banking associate.


Investment banking came naturally to me, and I found that my law school training helped distinguish me from the other associates. I had learned to organize my thoughts logically, to articulate them, and to write. This allowed me to use the numbers I felt comfortable with to tell compelling stories in the service of selling companies or raising debt or equity. My timing in joining Lehman couldn’t have been better. Between the time I accepted the offer and the time I actually started, the firm was acquired by Shearson, a large brokerage firm, which in turn was owned by American Express. The elite investment bankers at Lehman who had signed up for a small, prestigious partnership were deeply disappointed that they now worked for a huge company, briefly renamed Shearson Lehman American Express (or, unfortunately, SLAMEX), and, over the next two years, left in droves. Within months I was given responsibility I couldn’t have imagined. In my first year there, I made more money than did my parents, a Michigan Court of Appeals judge and a psychologist, combined.


One of the great things to come out of my time at Lehman was that Peter Solomon took a real interest in me that has lasted to this day. He had started his career at Lehman and risen to be vice chair, but along the way he had served as Deputy Secretary of the US Treasury and as Deputy Mayor of Economic Policy and Development for Mayor Edward Koch. He was smart and irreverent. He said what he thought, which made him a controversial truth-teller within the firm. He also had a huge heart, and if he cared about you, he would really watch out for you. Later, when I asked him why he bothered to mentor me, he said he thought I had the right character. “Anyone can buy numbers people,” he told me, “but investment banking is about interpersonal skills and relationships.”


With Solomon’s blessing, I chose to work in the merchant banking group. One of my first assignments was to structure an investment partnership between Lehman and Robert M. Bass, one of the Fort Worth–based Bass Brothers, one of the leading investors of that era. It was 1986, and the firm was on the cutting edge of a still-nascent field called private equity investing. After the partnership was set up, the founder of the partnership asked me to join. Solomon, who could have blocked me from leaving, let me go.


For the next fourteen years, I was a partner at what became known as Oak Hill Capital. By 1992, three partners and I were managing the firm. Fortunately, we rode the boom in the financial markets, and I achieved financial independence quickly. I worked hard and had little time for anything other than my job and family. So for my first eleven years in New York, I was, like most other residents, intently absorbed in my own narrow slice of life. Only very gradually did I begin to appreciate New York.


The first hint of that for me—when I first began to overcome my strong, negative, reflex reaction to the city—came within a month or so after I started at Lehman Brothers. I routinely worked sixteen-to eighteen-hour days as I labored to catch up to my MBA-educated peers. One early morning, I was riding back home from Lehman’s Downtown offices after working all night. Slumped against my seat in exhaustion, I might have fallen asleep, my head swimming with details of spreadsheets. Instead, for some reason I glanced back. The rising stone towers of the Brooklyn Bridge were illuminated against the brightening sky, their reflections shimmering across the water, dancing off the New York Harbor and beyond. I had seen that view a thousand times in pictures, but this time I was completely stunned by how magical it seemed.


During that first decade in New York, our family grew to include our three children, Jacob, Ariel, and Jenna. When Alisa and I got engaged, I had volunteered to keep kosher and more or less observe the Jewish Sabbath (she came from a far more observant family than I did—I hadn’t even been bar mitzvahed), which meant that I rarely worked on Saturdays. Instead, we went to synagogue regularly and spent much of the rest of our weekends in the playgrounds and pushing strollers around the Upper West Side neighborhood to which we had moved. I barely paid attention to the city around me. I no longer had time to randomly ride the subway. I never read the New York Post or the Daily News. The Metro section of the New York Times was the last section of the paper I looked at, if I looked at it at all.


But there were signs that I was gradually stepping out of my bubble and becoming more of a New Yorker, for better or for worse. To my own astonishment, I started rooting for New York sports teams, earning the never-ending condemnation of my brothers, who viewed it as an act of treason to our beloved Detroit Tigers, Pistons, Lions, and Red Wings.


Very gradually, almost imperceptibly, when I would fly back into LaGuardia or Newark Airport from a business trip, it began to feel like coming home. I looked forward to our routines around the neighborhood. Our kids’ school began to feel like a community. Some of my partners at work became my closest friends. Eventually, Alisa and I couldn’t imagine wanting to live anywhere else.


As New York started to feel more and more like home, I also started to notice and care more about my surroundings. The grime, the homelessness, and the prostitutes who patrolled the streets not far from our apartments, first near Gramercy Park and then on the Upper West Side, began to agitate me more after we had children and started to feel more invested in the city. I also became more and more aware of the racial tensions rising in the city in the late 1980s and early 1990s.


The 1989 Spike Lee movie, Do the Right Thing, captured those tensions brilliantly. In the movie, a set of seemingly minor incidents sets off a chain reaction of misunderstandings, igniting the underlying distrust between blacks and whites, culminating in a riot. I had my own mini-Do-the-Right-Thing moment one Sunday evening in the summer of 1992.


After a weekend on Long Island, I dropped off Alisa and the kids at our Upper West Side apartment building and then went to return the rental car. The light turned green at 90th Street and Amsterdam, a block from our apartment, and I started through the intersection. Almost immediately, I was lightly bumped by a car that had run the red light. I leapt out of the car, furious. “What the hell were you thinking?” I yelled at the driver.


The other driver, a middle-aged African American woman, got out and shouted that I had run the red light. As we argued, a crowd materialized, seemingly out of nowhere. I was stunned to realize that the growing crowd divided completely along racial lines, with the whites yelling that she was guilty and the blacks and Latinos screaming back that I had caused the accident. I doubt any of them had actually seen it. There wasn’t much damage to my car and none to hers, so I apologized and the incident ended without escalation, but the point was not lost on me.


I voted for David Dinkins, the first African American Mayor of New York, in 1989, but given the decline in quality of life and the racial divisiveness that plagued the city during his mayoralty, I switched to Rudy Giuliani, the hard-charging former prosecutor, in 1993. He was the first Republican for whom I had ever voted, in any election. The fact that I was prepared to switch my vote for the first time was a sign that the city—its future well-being and prospects—had gotten its hooks into me. I had voted out of concern for its best future, not out of party loyalty. I had, without acknowledging it to myself, started to care enough to believe in the possibility of a better city.


But it took a sporting event that I couldn’t have cared less about to turn me into one of New York’s biggest boosters.















CHAPTER TWO



OLYMPIC BID TO DEPUTY MAYOR


NEW YORKERS GENERALLY straddle a strange line, taking comfort in the presence of countless strangers while simultaneously ignoring them. But sports obliterate barriers, resulting in enthusiastic eye contact on the subway, high-fiving strangers, and collective spontaneous singing. The connections, usually latent, become explicit and electrified, giving the vast city a small-town sense of intimacy. For New Yorkers, there was no time like June 1994. Both the Knicks and the Rangers made it to the finals of their league championships, and a friend and I attended nearly every home game of both series (the Knicks lost, but the Rangers won their first Stanley Cup since 1940).


The next month the World Cup came to the United States, and because we were on a roll, this friend, Andy Nathanson, tried to convince me to trek out to Giants Stadium with him on a hot July afternoon to watch the semifinal game. I had never been to a soccer match before, but based on the few times I’d glimpsed a game on television I had a clear opinion of the sport: it was terrible. Nobody scored. Nothing happened. The clock made no sense. It was boring. But I figured that it would be the only time in my lifetime the World Cup would be held in the United States. So, reluctantly, I agreed to go.


I regretted it almost instantly. The bus ride from Manhattan to Giants Stadium in New Jersey might be only eight miles, but we became mired in gridlock and it took more than an hour. We stepped out into a sweltering afternoon and trudged through the heat toward the stadium, immediately sweating. I gave Nathanson a look. What had we been thinking?


Then I walked into the stadium and stopped. Something was different—just standing there was electrifying. The game pitted Italy against Bulgaria, and Giants Stadium overflowed its capacity of nearly eighty thousand. The stands were teeming with roaring Italian Americans and Bulgarian Americans (and Italians and Bulgarians) standing, chanting, and singing, brandishing flags and painted bodies that screamed their national colors of white, red, and green.


No one sat down the entire game. Even after I had seen the Rangers and the Knicks the month before, that soccer game was the most spectacular sporting event I had ever attended. Period. As I stood there engulfed by sound, the stadium shaking as fans shrieked and danced at every feint, pass, and hurtling player, I realized something even more astounding: as incredible as this was, you could play that game in the New York area with almost any two countries in the world, and the emotion in the stands would be exactly the same.


I didn’t know at that time that nearly 40 percent of New Yorkers are born outside the United States and that another 25 percent have at least one parent who is an immigrant, or that nearly every nation in the world is represented in the New York City public school system. Although I had been casually counting nationalities on the subway for years, there was something about the crowd in the stands that day that made me appreciate the utterly unique scale of the diversity of my adopted city.


Standing there, I fatefully began to ask myself why the most diverse city on the planet had never hosted the most international sporting event in the world, the Olympics. I had loved the Olympics since 1968, when glued to a new black-and-white television, my brother Mark and I first watched our Detroit Tigers win in the World Series and then the Olympics in Mexico City.


Those Olympics were filled with political and athletic drama. The pageantry of the Opening Ceremony, with almost every nation marching into the Olympic Stadium and then collecting on the infield, impressed us as a stunning display of international togetherness, especially during an era when images of Vietnam were on the news every night. We watched as John Carlos and Tommie Smith raised their gloved fists in a Black Power salute. We were thrilled by Dick Fosbury’s over-the-top flop. We cheered on George Foreman as he won the heavyweight boxing gold medal and Al Oerter as he won his fourth gold medal in the discus.


The highlight of the Olympics for us, though, was Bob Beamon’s record-setting long jump. Neither of us has ever forgotten the distance—29.2 feet—eclipsing the world record holder by more than 2 feet; so far that the equipment of the day was inadequate to capture it, and a measuring tape had to be brought to the field. Mark and I were so excited that we immediately began practicing long jumps between our twin beds.


So, I left Giants Stadium after the World Cup game with the vague notion that New York should host the Olympics. I had no idea what that actually meant—or what it would take. But what started as just a crazy idea grew in my mind into an increasingly intense calling.


At first, the only person I told about my idea was Alisa, who supplied the quiet, supportive confidence she brought to all of my craziest ideas. Alisa, the consummately practical person, had always indulged my leaps into unreality, such as going from being a lawyer to investment banker without any knowledge of a balance sheet. But I knew that if I was going to convince anyone else I had to know more than anyone about everything—about the economics of hosting the Games, the physical and other requirements, the bidding process, and every other detail. The upcoming 1996 Olympics in Atlanta were in the news frequently, so I read every possible source of information I could find about them. I also began doing research on past Games, especially those in Barcelona, Tokyo, and Los Angeles. This was before the rise of the Internet, but as a judge, my dad had unlimited access to an online service called Lexis-Nexis. Every night after the kids were asleep, I logged on and found newspaper articles from across the country, scholarly reports analyzing the impact of the Olympics on host cities, and comparisons of Atlanta and previous Games. I became obsessed. I quickly discovered that one of the first objections anyone raises to proposed Olympic Games is that they will make traffic unbearable. But I had a faint memory of reading somewhere that for Los Angeles in 1984 just the opposite happened. After much searching of Lexis-Nexis, I found an academic paper comparing the incidence rates of traffic jams during seventeen days of the Olympics in 1984 with rates during the exact seventeen days a year earlier. The study showed that it had actually declined—by 95 percent during the first few days of the Games (on subsequent days, as people saw that traffic wasn’t a problem and ventured out, the declines were less). I must have repeated that statistic a thousand times over the next ten years.


The most important insight I gained from the research was that the biggest benefit from hosting the Olympics wasn’t really about the actual Games at all. It came from the deadlines and international attention that forced cities to propose bold projects and then be accountable in the most public way possible. The prospect of being shamed around the world is a powerful motivator. When done effectively, hosting became a catalyst for getting things done that would be deemed politically or financially impossible under normal circumstances.


In 1964, Tokyo had leveraged hosting the Games to rapidly build its subway system. Barcelona had used the 1992 Olympics as an opportunity to shrug off decades of neglect under Franco to rebuild infrastructure and reconceive its waterfront. Largely as a result of hosting the Olympics, it is now one of the most visited cities in Europe. In 1996 Atlanta used hosting the Games to build affordable housing and to develop a downtown core that continues to make it more attractive to corporations and to residents twenty years later.


As I began to better understand both New York and the dynamics of hosting the Games, I began to conclude not only that New York could host the Olympics but also that it desperately needed to host the Games. New York had never really recovered from the 1970s, when white flight to the suburbs, a recession, and excessive spending had led the city to the brink of bankruptcy. Even after the city had been put on more solid financial footing, the late 1980s and early 1990s followed with a crack epidemic and soaring crime rates.


In 1994, Rudy Giuliani took office as the first Republican Mayor in more than two decades of a city in which more than a million New Yorkers that year had relied on welfare and about two thousand people had been murdered. A few months into his term, Mayor Giuliani’s commitment to safety and improving quality of life were already having an impact. When Alisa and I bought an abandoned townhouse on West 91st in February 1994, there were homeless people sleeping on our stoop and crack vials in the tree pit in front of our house. By the time we moved in more than a year later, they were gone.


But there still hadn’t been time or money to address basic infrastructure, and the terrible toll of neglect was still apparent everywhere. As I studied hosting the Olympics, I began to see the city through the eyes of a visitor. The frames on the bus stop shelters were rusting and appeared like ugly brown hulks on every other block. The medians on Broadway were choked with weeds and trash. The subways, despite significant investment, were scarred with graffiti.


I also started following the newspapers more closely and reading more about the city’s history, and I discovered that New York was still saddled with land-use policies better suited to a bygone industrial and shipping era than to the final years of the twentieth century.


The result was huge swaths of land across the city filled with abandoned factories, wharves, and warehouses, many of them littered along the 520 miles of the city’s waterfront. The potentially beautiful edge along the Hudson River was marred by rotting and abandoned piers. Railyards and rail lines on the West Side of Manhattan, in Downtown Brooklyn, and in Long Island City in Queens were inhospitable to any form of development.


Despite the obvious need for action, the city had been paralyzed by a virtual development freeze for more than thirty years. Part of the problem was nostalgia for New York’s manufacturing past. Maybe more powerful was the lingering trauma of three development projects that had left local preservation groups well mobilized and city officials deeply conflicted and fearful. One was the notorious attempt by Robert Moses to build a highway through SoHo, stopped by Jane Jacobs, which only exacerbated the anti-Moses sentiment engendered by his urban renewal plans, only half of which were approved. A second was the destruction of the magnificent, marbled Pennsylvania Station, razed to make way for the thoroughly graceless Madison Square Garden. Finally, in the 1980s the city had tried to tackle the waterfront divide with its most ambitious development project in decades and was defeated. The Westway project would have eliminated the dilapidated West Side Highway and replaced it with public parks built over a tunnel, reconnecting neighborhoods along Manhattan’s West Side to the river. The plan was defeated in 1985 in federal court because of its impact (or the failure to disclose its impact) on the striped bass.


When I left Giants Stadium after the World Cup, I had no idea of any of this, but eighteen months later I had done enough work to convince myself that hosting the Olympics could be the antidote to New York’s development phobia and that the project could be funded privately from ticket sales, sponsorship revenues, television rights, and other revenues, just as had been done in Los Angeles and Atlanta (even though I still had no idea where any of the forty or so sports would go).


Now I was ready to test the idea on others. The first person I approached was my good friend, Oak Hill Capital’s general counsel, John Monsky. Monsky is the perfect lawyer. He never fails to see the opportunities in a situation and to find a way around the obstacles. But he also wasn’t afraid to tell me when I was wrong. I knew he would listen carefully and then wouldn’t hold back in expressing his opinion.


Monsky was more than supportive; he was excited. He said we needed help and immediately volunteered that he knew whom to bring in. Monsky had taken an urban planning course at Yale and through a connection there had gotten the name of an adjunct architecture professor named Alex Garvin. At the time, Garvin was also a member of the New York City Planning Commission. And as it turned out, he had recently published his book The American City: What Works and What Doesn’t.


Barnes and Noble was around the corner. I ran out and grabbed a copy. What shone through was Garvin’s optimism. As a reviewer in the New York Times wrote:




Basically, everything you’ve previously noticed with irritation or with a sigh—too much decay or too much sameness, a deteriorating park or a sterile new convention center—takes on the appearance of a fixer-upper [in Garvin’s eyes]. Something mendable, retrievable. A situation whose solution is, in fact, ready to hand. And in that moment there’s another buzzing around your head; not black flies but the confident, cheerful, practical voices of Mr. Garvin’s heroes, the men and women whose accomplishments are so proudly set forth in the pages of The American City.





Monsky called him and asked him if he would come in to see us. It was exactly what we needed. Garvin arrived at our offices wearing a bow tie and looking like he had just stepped out from behind an Ivy League lectern. His academic facade masked a playful personality. I asked him one question: Could New York find the venues to host the Olympics? Garvin, who knew nothing about sports and less about the Olympics, responded cheerily, “I don’t see why not.”


So we got to work. At the time Atlanta was in the final stages of preparing to host the summer Olympics of 1996, but the information the city leaders had used to win their bid was a closely guarded secret. Monsky used connections through used book dealers to search for the highly detailed bid books for Barcelona and Atlanta. A dealer wanted $800 just for the Atlanta book. It seemed like a rip-off, but we bought it anyway. It turned out to be a hugely valuable transaction. A few months later, we would meet with William “Billy” Payne, the charismatic leader who brought the Olympics to Atlanta, who would jokingly offer to sell us those very same books for $50,000.


Meanwhile, Garvin was beginning to understand the requirements for each of the venues as well as for transportation, hospitality, security, and other aspects of putting on the Games. He surveyed the city for possible sites, frequently bringing me along on scouting trips. We tramped to parts of New York that I had never seen (I now understood why Far Rockaway was named Far Rockaway), and he helped me imagine what they could become. I initially scoffed when he suggested transforming a hulking, elevated freight line sneaking up the West Side of Manhattan into a private transportation system for Olympic athletes. We didn’t end up putting the High Line to that use, but Garvin was one of the first to recognize its potential.


I kept my promise to Alisa to preserve Friday nights and Saturday for family, so during the week I worked at my actual job, slipping in Olympic meetings when I could and then continuing at night when I got home and the kids were asleep. I carved out Sunday mornings for field trips to potential Olympic venues. It mostly worked. Then my mom was diagnosed with cancer.


She had had a small tumor removed in 1981 but never told us. Then near the end of 1994 I was visiting my parents in Detroit. As we drove home from dinner one night, she told me about her previous bout and then delivered the bad news: they’d discovered another tumor. It was small, and she was planning to have it removed the following week.


By the winter of 1996, I was finally ready to reveal to someone outside my family, Monsky, and Garvin my idea that New York ought to bid to host the 2008 Olympic Games. I arranged to have breakfast at the old Drake Hotel with Bob Kiley, who ran the New York City Partnership (inexplicably, it is now called the Partnership for New York City), a coalition of New York City–based business leaders. Over breakfast, I laid out the vision for an Olympics in New York. Kiley, who had been Deputy Mayor of Boston and had played a major role in the turnaround of the Metropolitan Transportation Authority (MTA), immediately saw the potential, especially the role of Olympic deadlines in spurring development. He asked me to make a presentation to his board a few months later.


I’m not sure what Kiley expected, but naively I was determined to make that presentation so good that the idea of hosting the Olympics would be completely irresistible to what I assumed would be a group of skeptical executives. I expanded our little Olympics team, hired a design and production firm, and set to work. We set up camp in some unused offices at Oak Hill. For three months we worked on the presentation. John Monsky wrote the first draft. I rewrote it. Back and forth we went. We obsessed over every little detail, infuriating the production team.


The final version began with the opening scene from the musical West Side Story, which zooms in from the sky onto the Jets and Sharks, the rival gangs on their turf in the slums of the 1950s West Side of Manhattan. That scene dissolved into images of Lincoln Center, which had replaced those slums, and the neighborhood that boomed around it in the thirty years since. It then told similar stories about the creation of Central Park (fifteen years after it was completed, the land surrounding the park was worth nine times what it had been!) and the building of the United Nations (that site had been stockyards and slaughterhouses).


The presentation went on to describe, through cutting-edge video and other graphics, the catalytic impact that hosting the Olympics had achieved in other cities. It covered the financial aspects of hosting the Games and especially how Los Angeles and Atlanta had been financed completely privately. It raised and then deflected the most common objections, such as traffic, and explained why the International Olympic Committee (IOC) would find a New York bid compelling.


Most importantly, we presented a detailed plan for precisely where New York could host the Games. We had anticipated that everyone’s second reaction (after the specter of traffic) was going to be, “How would you actually fit the Olympics into New York?” and we had to have a visionary, yet achievable, plan. So, we laid one out. The Olympic Village would be on new landfill to the north of Battery Park City, which itself was being constructed on landfill across from the World Trade Center. The Olympic Stadium would be on railyards on the Far West Side of Manhattan, a couple of miles to the north. The Village and the stadium, the two most important venues in the Olympics, would be connected by that old freight line, which would be refurbished. We scattered other venues for the sporting competitions along the waterfront and in all five boroughs, with a particular emphasis on neglected areas where nothing had happened in decades. Finally, we closed with a very emotional appeal to New Yorkers’ pride. The final image was of a small girl waving an American flag while looking up at the Statue of Liberty. When we were finally done, we thought the message was clear—hosting the Olympics could spur New York’s next big leap forward.


In early May I walked with Monsky to a Midtown office to give the presentation to the Partnership. About thirty members of the Executive Committee and staff were there, including the CEOs of the New York Times, Time Warner, Chase Manhattan Bank, along with several of the largest developers and investors in the city. I didn’t know any of them. As I stepped into the room I was terrified, mostly because the presentation was on video, so I had to sync perfectly my twenty-eight minutes of live dialogue with the graphics. Even a few seconds of delay would have made me look ridiculous. I think I practiced more than one hundred times.


I was too scared to focus on the audience. But almost from the start I could tell people were engaged. They laughed at the scene with the Jets and the Sharks, and then, almost on cue, the laughter faded to knowing acknowledgment of the impact of building Lincoln Center. When the statistic on Central Park came up, I heard a collective gasp, and I knew we were on the right track. The lights were dimmed, but Monsky was watching the audience intently. He claimed afterward that the audience members never took their eyes off the big screen. When the last scene of the little girl standing in front of the Statue of Liberty appeared, he saw their eyes mist. When the lights came up, everyone in the room rose in a standing ovation.


Meanwhile, unbeknownst to me, the guy who actually had the job of Mayor had heard about the presentation. Around a week later, Giuliani’s Deputy Mayor for Economic Development called to yell at me for not looping in the city leadership and summoned me to City Hall. I was such a neophyte I actually got lost on my way. As we sat down, I instantly and honestly claimed naiveté. My cluelessness was so clear that she believed me. We started discussing the proposal in earnest, and she asked me to come and make a presentation to the Mayor the next week.


When I arrived to meet the Mayor, his senior staff was assembled on the second floor in a room known as the Committee of the Whole (COW). It was one of City Hall’s grandest rooms, with double-height ceilings and a big chandelier over an enormous round table. There were huge portraits of former Mayors and Revolutionary War–era generals. A few minutes later, the Mayor swept into the room, and the chattering stopped instantly.


It couldn’t have been more intimidating, but this time I was not shaking. I knew I knew my lines. I had practiced a few dozen more times in the intervening week and pretty much had the script memorized. So this time, I was able to look up and watch the faces of Giuliani and his team. The entire team was focused on the screen. There was a lot of nodding and smiling. After I finished speaking, no one spoke until Giuliani did. “If we wanted to bid, what would we have to do?” he asked.


Afterward I was ushered downstairs to Giuliani’s ornate private office, with a huge desk that had been used by Fiorello La Guardia. I felt like a young comedian on the Tonight Show who had pleased Johnny Carson, earning an invitation to sit on the couch for a few minutes and chat with the King of Late Night.


Giuliani, not generally known as a warm and fuzzy character, was encouraging, even avuncular. “Dan,” he said, “I want to give you some advice. This is New York. On any issue, if there are four New Yorkers discussing it, there are going to be five opinions. No matter how good an idea you have—and you have a great idea—some people are going to hate it. You can go into Times Square and start handing out one hundred dollar bills. Somebody will criticize you for it being too much. Somebody will criticize you for it being too little. And somebody will criticize you for not distributing it fairly. No matter how much you are criticized, stay true to what you believe in.”


Giuliani’s encouragement, combined with the enthusiasm of the business leaders, gave my little effort some momentum. Some of the executives requested follow-up meetings, which came to the attention of then Managing Editor of the Daily News Art Browne. Browne invited me to the paper to make the pitch to him and his news and op-ed teams. The Mayor’s support made the difference. Browne deemed it a story.


On Sunday, June 23, 1996, the paper ran a banner headline, “Going for the Gold.” There was a two-page spread outlining the entire plan and an editorial endorsing the idea: “The 2008 Olympics could be the catalyst for the creation of tens of thousands of New York jobs, for rebuilding the city’s broken transit web and repairing its sagging infrastructure.”


Suddenly, people were taking us seriously—that is, except one really important group. The article in the Daily News showed our newly designed NYC2008 logo, the Empire State Building with the Olympic rings floating down onto its spire as in a ring toss. The United States Olympic Committee (USOC) sent me a cease-and-desist order saying we had violated the Olympic trademark and disfigured the Olympic rings. Although our relationship with that organization would be characterized by dysfunction throughout much of our bid, in this case the USOC was completely correct. I was so clueless that I knew nothing about these legitimate concerns. The Olympic rings constitute one of the most valuable trademarks and corporate logos in the world—responsible for billions of dollars of sponsorship and other revenues. As such, the USOC protects it fiercely, and only certified candidate cities are allowed to use the image fully intact. After receiving the legal notice, we changed our logo.


Just as support for the bid was consolidating in the city—in polls during that period 75 percent of New Yorkers supported our bidding for the Olympics—the USOC was coming to the conclusion that it didn’t make sense for the United States to bid for the 2008 Olympics. It was concerned that the IOC was unlikely to support another Games in the United States so soon after the Atlanta Games.


And so, in February 1997, the USOC announced that it would not submit a candidate to bid for 2008 and was likely to bid instead for 2012. I called President Bill Hybl of the USOC to complain. “Bill,” I huffed, “2012 is fifteen years from now! Who will want to pursue this for fifteen years? By then, I’ll be fifty-four!” “Dan,” he replied tersely, “I’m fifty-six now.” A few months later, the USOC officially made a decision to go for 2012 and set a deadline of August for interested cities to decide whether they wanted to pursue a bid for 2012. As the deadline approached, I had to decide whether to move forward.


I believed in the vision, but the costs and the frustrations of pursuing a bid for that long were steep. For starters, even though I had done some fundraising, I had already spent hundreds of thousands of dollars of my own money. After the Daily News story, I had hired a head of operations and a head of marketing. Garvin had hired two young planners to help him develop a real venue plan. After the USOC decision, I had to let them go, and they found other jobs. I also was spending a large portion of my office time on the bid, and some of my partners were starting to complain. I had neglected my family while traipsing around the five boroughs, and it turned out that my mother’s cancer surgery and radiation hadn’t been successful. Another tumor had been detected, and she was going to have to have surgery again and probably chemotherapy, so I needed to be in Detroit more.


My family and I were on vacation in Beijing a few days before the deadline for letting the USOC know. Our first night, I couldn’t sleep. I had no idea what to do. Alisa was torn too. I lay in bed for hours, agonizing. Then, in the middle of the night, it came to me. I should call Bob Kiley, who had been so helpful to me the previous year.


I’m sure I sounded completely irrational when I reached him. “Bob,” I ranted, “I don’t know what to do!” I explained about the deadline and proceeded to tell him why I just didn’t think I could go forward. “There’s the money, my business, my parents. I lost my team!”


Kiley listened patiently and then simply asked, “What has really changed since last fall?” Then he addressed each of my concerns. “You can hire new people. The ones you had weren’t with you for that long. Garvin’s still available, right?” I couldn’t disagree with him there. “You were prepared to spend the time away from your business last year. Why not now?” I couldn’t really think of a reason. “The money? This is New York. You got people excited about the Olympics. You can raise the money,” he confidently asserted.


“The one thing I can’t answer for you is about your mother. But was she excited about what you were doing? Was she proud?” I had to admit she was. “Why don’t you ask her what she thinks?” In about five minutes he had dismantled every one of my arguments. He calmed me down. My anxiety faded, and I went back up to the room and fell soundly asleep.


In the morning, I told Alisa that I wanted to go forward. She was totally supportive. I called my mom to get her blessing, which she readily gave. I reached out to the Giuliani Administration to make sure its leaders were on board, which they were. A few days later, I let the USOC know we were in. So began NYC2012. The truth is, I was too hooked to ever really let it go.


Several months later, I formed a new team, with Garvin and one of his planners the only hold overs. I put it back in the same cramped office in Oak Hill’s building. I started raising money. Garvin and his planners restarted the process of developing a venue plan. Garvin assembled a Facilities Advisory Board of some of the most experienced leaders of the development community in the city. The “plan” we had presented to the Partnership and to the Giuliani Administration had really just been an educated guess as to what we might do. Now we needed to turn it into a real plan. Over the next several months, we analyzed more than four hundred different sites across the New York metropolitan area as potential locations for venues.


We established a set of criteria by which we could evaluate individual sites and then, eventually, an overall plan. It became known as the 5 As. First, the plan had to be Acceptable politically. As Giuliani had warned, doing anything in New York is hard. We should try to satisfy as many constituents as possible by spreading around the benefits.


Second, it had to be Accessible. It was clear from studying previous Olympic host city decisions that the IOC increasingly wanted the spirit of the Games to thoroughly permeate the host city. A concentration of venues was critical to achieving that environment (of course, that didn’t make it easy to satisfy the Acceptability test).


Third, it had to be Affordable. We were committed to the US model of privately financed Games, so we knew that our costs would be carefully scrutinized.


Fourth, the plan had to be Achievable. With a total of more than thirty venues for forty-plus sports in a city that hadn’t developed much of anything for thirty years, we realized there would be a lot of skepticism about whether we could get one thing done, let alone forty. Fred Wilpon, a Facilities Advisory Board member, major developer, and owner of the New York Mets, advised us to “keep it simple.… Use existing facilities whenever you can. Do things temporarily if you can. Approvals will be easier. Only try to do a couple of things that are complicated. Have backups for everything, since neighbors are going to object to everything.”


To some extent, Wilpon’s “keep it simple” rule conflicted with the final A: After-Olympics Legacy. After all, the whole point of this effort was to use the Games as a catalyst to focus on the future of New York. It wasn’t worth doing unless we could have a lasting impact.


After six months of research, Garvin and the board had identified dozens of locations that could realistically accommodate venues, ranked according to the 5 As. In some cases, they had construction firms do crude cost estimates. We had developed a rough sense of an overall budget, based on Atlanta, adjusted for the higher costs and revenue potential of New York, so we had at least some idea of what we could spend. What we didn’t have was anything resembling a coherent concept that would be easy to explain to officials or the public. I felt strongly that we needed an organizing principle for our venue plan.


One late evening, I dropped into the NYC2012 office as I headed home for the night and saw on a yellow piece of draft paper an intriguing scheme. The idea was to place nearly every venue along one of two axes—the first ran north–south along the East and Harlem Rivers, and the second went east–west along the rail lines that extended from the Meadowlands out to Flushing Meadows in Queens. At the intersection of the two axes was the Olympic Village, the heart of any Games, which happened to be on a vacant site in Long Island City directly across the East River from the United Nations. Spectators would access the north–south venues on ferries and the east–west venues on the train lines. In what would prove a fateful decision, we decided to keep the proposed site for the stadium on the West Side, on the train axis, completely ignoring Wilpon’s advice to keep it simple. I casually drew lines between the venues on each axis, and they formed a nearly perfect X (if you squinted). Thus was born the Olympic X plan.


Although I was keeping pace with Garvin on physical design, I knew that I had no skills to manage the local politics or the fundraising. I knew I needed someone who knew everyone in New York because I knew no one. It turned out that I needed Jay Kriegel, memorably described as “Brooklyn. Brilliant. Fearless. A little crazy. If schmoozing were an Olympic event, he would be the automatic gold medalist!” by the mutual friend who introduced us. Right out of Harvard Law School, he had become a top aide to John Lindsay when he became Mayor in 1966. Later in Kriegel’s career he founded American Lawyer magazine, was a senior executive at CBS, saved the state and local tax deduction for New York when Ronald Reagan proposed to eliminate it, and was a partner in a communications firm.


I called him, introduced myself, and asked to meet with him. He had heard something about the Olympic bid and was intrigued enough to come to my office to hear what I was up to. I’m pretty sure no one has ever left that indelible a first impression on me.


In a book about the Lindsay Administration, Kriegel makes an appearance as a twenty-five-year-old, wild-eyed aide with flying hair who looks like he just stuck his finger in an electric socket. Now with shock-white hair, Kriegel still gave off an energy that made him seem like he was still twenty-five, not fifty-seven (eighteen years older than I was). His hair stood on end as he mumbled into two different phones at once and ushered me over to sit down (in my own office, of course). He hung up, smiled, and waved me impatiently into my narrative.


As I spoke, his eyes bored into me, assessing and weighing every statement. I could tell he was thinking deeply about the potential risks and rewards of such a scheme, and I eagerly wondered what his analysis, based on decades of experience and wisdom, would reveal. “So that’s it,” I said finally. “What do you think?” He didn’t hesitate. “That is the stupidest fucking idea I’ve ever heard,” he said.


I sensed he was testing me. I persisted. I started focusing on the catalytic impact of the Olympics, and then I knew he was intrigued. I showed him the venue plan. Kriegel, who had an encyclopedic knowledge of everything in New York, seemed to know the history of every site. In some cases, he had even dealt with them when he was in City Hall. He was frustrated that New York had been in a virtual development freeze. I was clearly winning him over. By the time he left, he agreed to advise me but only if I promised not to tell anyone he was working on it because, as he told me, “it was too fucking embarrassing.” Not too long after, I managed to convince him to join NYC2012 almost full time as our Executive Director.


Kriegel had some brilliant but unconventional ideas for building support. The USOC kept no records of the current locations of Olympians, so Kriegel developed his own database of the athletes with connections to New York. After he had found them, he would reach out and get them to support our bid. Over time, our Circle of Olympians would grow to nearly two thousand athletes.


Some of these Olympians were living in poverty and long forgotten. Gertrude Ederle, a New Yorker who became the first woman to swim the English Channel, had won one gold and two bronze medals at the 1924 Paris Olympics. In her day, Ederle was such an international celebrity that Calvin Coolidge called her “America’s Best Girl” and she was given a ticker-tape parade.


In 1998, no one seemed to know where she was. Kriegel became obsessed with locating her. He finally discovered an old address for her out in Flushing, Queens. He went out there and discovered from a neighbor that she had moved to a nursing home. The neighbor had the contact information for her nephew, whom Kriegel called and persuaded to get his aunt to sign on to become the senior member (at ninety-two years old) of the Circle of Olympians. Only Kriegel would have ever thought of doing that.


We also began building our Olympic sports credibility. One of the big criticisms of New York we heard from people involved in the Olympic movement was that New Yorkers didn’t care about Olympic events. So Kriegel, with his characteristic intensity, began to demonstrate the opposite. He arranged for the city to host the National Fencing Championships and Archery World Cup. Together we created the New York City Triathlon. We also won the right to host the World Championships of Wrestling (not the WWF kind!) at Madison Square Garden beginning on September 13, 2001.


Kriegel also introduced me to the arcane world of New York City politics and horse-trading. He educated me that the board of a nonprofit like ours was mostly valuable so people could feel included; it was basically a way to hand out favors and show respect. He patiently explained that we had to give all five Borough Presidents the right to appoint two seats on the board. That way, they would feel appreciated.


The board got very big very quickly. Under Kriegel’s guidance, every labor union in town—the transit workers’ union, the hotel workers’ union, the garbage collectors’ union—had a seat. When I expressed dismay that things were getting out of hand, he educated me: the more people who had a stake in our success, the better.


Kriegel was indefatigable. He would read about someone in the newspaper who seemed interesting and would just call him or her to have lunch. He or she always said yes because Kriegel had a reputation for being so interesting. He was also one of the kindest, most caring, low-ego people I have ever met. Kriegel loved introducing me to his friends, who included many of the city’s most influential players. We estimated that we would have to raise $15 million or so just to bid to become the US candidate city; we needed money for staff, for events, and for lobbying the USOC members, who would vote on the candidacy. Kriegel introduced me to dozens of business leaders deeply invested in the long-term welfare of the city, including Jon Tisch, whose family owns the Loews Corporation and the New York Giants; Stephen Ross, one of the leading real-estate developers in the city; and David Komansky, then CEO of Merrill Lynch. Bronx-born Komansky was well known as a huge New York booster and Yankees fan. He was also a pin collector. Kriegel decided to make a special edition NYC2012 pin, beautifully mount and frame it, and then present it to Komansky when we made our pitch. We walked out with a $500,000 commitment.


One of the big New York personalities who contributed to the bid was a billionaire named Mike Bloomberg. Kriegel (naturally) knew Bloomberg and met with him (alone) at his office on Park Avenue in 1999, well before there were even whispers he would run for Mayor. Bloomberg, who by then was probably already New York’s biggest philanthropist, wrote an almost obligatory check and agreed to put his name on our ever-expanding list of board members. He really didn’t seem excited by the bid at all. Sometime later, I went by his office to thank him, but it was a brief, almost perfunctory, visit. Other than that visit, I saw Bloomberg rarely (he never showed up for a board meeting). When we were seated next to each other at one of the many dinners for charities that populate New York’s fall and spring evenings, it was a struggle to make small talk.


On September 28, 1999, which also happened to be Ariel’s ninth birthday, my mom finally succumbed to the neck cancer that had devastated her over the previous five years. At first the doctors had assured us that surgery successfully removed all the cancer. When it came back, they told us that more surgery and chemo would fix it. Despite these assurances, we had finally flown her to Memorial Sloan Kettering for another opinion from a different set of doctors, including one of the world’s leading specialists on mucoepidermoid cancer.


He looked at the scans and back at us. There was no hope, he said. It was like a punch in the gut. My mother refused to accept the diagnosis. Through multiple surgeries that ultimately disfigured her face, through radiation, and through two years of chemo she desperately hoped would prolong her life, she never complained. She continued to see patients until just a few months before she died.


At her funeral, my three brothers and I each told one story that illustrated one of the four prime aspects of her life—wife, mother, psychologist, and friend. My story was about her as a mother. She loved being a mother of four boys, and she liked things as messy and chaotic as possible (perhaps explaining why I am obsessively neat). I told about her chasing us around the uninterrupted circuit on the first floor of our modest ranch house until we tired and she could catch us and smother us with kisses.


After the funeral, attended by nearly a thousand mourners, and at the shiva that followed, dozens of her patients—including friends I never knew had worked with her—came up to us and told us how she had profoundly affected them. In several cases, they said she had saved their lives.


Within weeks of my mom’s death, my dad started to limp. Over the course of the next year, it grew more pronounced. By the time Alisa, my brother Tom, my dad, and I went to the Olympics in Sydney a year later, it was hard for my dad to keep up. Although distances between many of the venues were short, it quickly became clear that he needed a wheelchair. Shortly after he returned to Michigan, he was diagnosed with amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS), also known as Lou Gehrig’s disease. As we would quickly learn, for unknown reasons ALS causes motor neurons to die, weakening muscles and gradually immobilizing the body. The mind is unaffected but is trapped in a frozen prison of a body until breathing becomes impossible. The average life span after diagnosis is two to five years. The commuting back and forth between New York and Detroit resumed.


Throughout the rest of 2000 and into 2001, my life consisted of traveling back and forth to Detroit as my dad deteriorated. Back in New York, the Olympic bid remained widely popular. Nearly two-thirds of New Yorkers approved of hosting the Games, consistent across all ethnic groups, boroughs (a little lower in Manhattan), ages, and genders. In our Olympic materials we started calling New York “The World’s Second Home” and “An Olympic Village Every Day.”


Our Olympic X Plan was generally well received too, with a few notable exceptions. Queens borough President Claire Schulman vowed that the site we proposed for the Olympic Village would be used “over my dead body” because she was convinced that the entire site would be built well before 2012. Given the centrality of the site to our plan, we ignored her. The not-in-my-backyard oriented residents of Brooklyn Heights objected to using the abandoned piers as the home for the swimming and diving venue, fearing that somehow placing the pools there would end their dream of turning the piers into a park. (We moved the venue to the Williamsburg waterfront.) And, despite Garvin’s and my pleas to the elders of the Jehovah’s Witnesses to allow us to use their site for a gymnastics arena (we walked out of the meeting dutifully carrying stacks of conversion materials), we were shut out and shifted the sport to Madison Square Garden (and later, the Barclays Center).


By 2001, the biggest wild card for the bid’s future was the upcoming mayoral election. Giuliani was term limited, and it seemed clear that City Hall would revert to a more traditional Democratic candidate. I hedged my bets and contributed to all four of the candidates. I assumed Bloomberg’s run was just a vanity candidacy, although I did note with some interest that he had adopted some of the elements of the Olympic X Plan in his proposed economic development strategy, particularly the extension of the No. 7 subway train to a revitalized Far West Side.


September 11 was primary day in New York. As everyone in New York that day remembers, it was a perfect autumn day. No clouds. Warm but not hot. I voted early in the Democratic primary (I honestly can’t remember for whom I voted; I’ve probably blocked it out) and got to the office about seven-thirty a.m. I was in a meeting when one of my colleagues at Oak Hill burst in and told us that a plane had hit the World Trade Center. We turned on a television in a conference room and didn’t move for the next few hours.


Like everyone else I was gripped with the news, and at the same time I felt utterly helpless. To feel like I was doing something, anything, I went to the New York Blood Center to donate blood. But there were already hundreds of people in a line that stretched for a block (less than 1 percent of the blood donated in response to the 9/11 terrorist attacks was used to treat victims).


All I wanted was to be home with Alisa and the kids, but Kriegel and I had an immediate problem. The World Championships of Wrestling we had spent millions to attract to New York were slated to start in just two days. There was no choice: we canceled.


I suppose that Kriegel and I might have panicked and despaired that continuing the Olympic bid had become impossible. Instead 9/11 strengthened our resolve. The night of the attacks, Mayor Giuliani, in one of the many acts of remarkable leadership he displayed in the days and weeks after 9/11, declared that New York would rebuild and make the city greater than ever. His commitment set the tone for much of what was to follow. To Kriegel and me it was immensely moving and inspiring. Almost immediately we recognized that the whole purpose of hosting the Olympics—acting as a catalyst to get things done—had taken on an even greater importance.


A poll and focus groups we conducted a few months after 9/11 showed that New Yorkers still wanted the Olympics, not out of self-pity but out of pride. One particular story of selflessness illustrated this spirit. A few weeks after 9/11, Kriegel and I went to meet with Chief Executive Ken Chenault of American Express to seek his support. This would have been a difficult meeting under any circumstances. American Express is a quintessential New York company, but Visa, its competitor, was (and is) a TOP sponsor of the Olympics. Not only did Visa sponsor the Olympics but also it often used Olympic-related television ads to taunt American Express, a former sponsor.


After 9/11, American Express had been forced to move its Lower Manhattan headquarters (just to the west of Ground Zero) to New Jersey. With all other forms of transportation shut down, Kriegel and I took the ferry. Barely settled in his makeshift offices, Chenault couldn’t have been more gracious. He not only gave us his corporate blessing but also made a large contribution on behalf of American Express. He had nothing to gain. It was just one of the many ways American Express gave back to New York after 9/11 (most importantly by being the first big company that had had to abandon Lower Manhattan to move back—just a couple of months after 9/11).


Even as the city was in the midst of coping with tragedy, the mayoral election was still moving forward. The primaries held on September 11 had been canceled and rescheduled for two weeks later (I voted a second time). In a measure of the anxiety that gripped the city, during this period Giuliani, who had shown such majestic leadership in the wake of the tragedy, proposed an unprecedented three-month extension of his term. The extension was blocked by Giuliani’s nemesis in Albany, Sheldon Silver.


The only sure thing in my mind was who wouldn’t win: Bloomberg. This opinion was shared by most, with the exception of my son Jacob, then fourteen. After watching the mayoral debate on TV, he announced that he thought Bloomberg would emerge victorious. “Why?” I asked in disbelief. “I watched the debate, and Mark Green was an idiot,” Jacob said. “Bloomberg can manage the city’s economy.” I dismissed his analysis as ludicrous.


And then, in one of the dumbest decisions I have ever made—which I have never admitted to anyone other than my family—on Election Day I voted for a third time that fall—for Green. I think I just assumed that he was going to win and didn’t want to have to feel like a total hypocrite when I dealt with him on the Olympic bid. Of course, Bloomberg was elected by a margin of thirty thousand votes, or less than 2 percent.


Ten days later, I got a call from Nat Leventhal. He had served as Deputy Mayor under Edward Koch and had just retired after seventeen years of running Lincoln Center. He had also served as a member of the NYC2012 Facilities Advisory Board, so he had watched the evolution of the bid. Because even Bloomberg hadn’t really thought he would win, little planning had been done for the transition. Now Leventhal asked me two things: Would I sit on a transition team committee, and then, he slipped in almost as an afterthought, would I consider being Deputy Mayor for Economic Development and Reconstruction?


I said yes to the first but an emphatic no to the second. But even as I said no I got that little pang of excitement in my gut that I’ve gotten every other time I first heard of an opportunity that ended up in a career shift.


Still, for the moment, my head ruled over my gut. There was Oak Hill. Plus I was so invested in the Olympics, I couldn’t see leaving the effort in someone else’s hands, which I assumed would be a requirement of joining city government. And then, of course, there was my dad. It just didn’t seem possible.


But Leventhal wasn’t really asking. Later he told me that he had only one person on his list for the job—me. A week after I said no he called and suggested I just meet with Bloomberg. I agreed to that. The Mayor-elect’s campaign office was across Park Avenue from my own office. I walked across the street assuming this would be a good opportunity to talk to him about the Olympic bid.


I took the elevator up, expecting to enter a dingy campaign office. That’s not how he operated. There were fish tanks and snacks. For temporary offices, the furniture was nice. I was ushered into a glass-enclosed conference room. A few minutes later Bloomberg, Patti Harris, and Leventhal came in, and after a brief introduction from Leventhal describing how he had watched me build the Olympic bid, Bloomberg, in contrast to our previous, perfunctory meetings, turned on the charm—and the hard sell.


His opening line was “Why wouldn’t you want to take this job? This is a historic time. You can be a key part of it.” I stammered something about how I couldn’t leave the Olympic bid. “Where better to get the things done in your plan than from City Hall?” he volleyed back. “What about my business?” I meekly retorted. “You can always make more money,” he said. Easy for him to say. I told him about my dad. He told me how he had a friend from business school who died of ALS and then changed the subject quickly. I asked him about his management style. “My philosophy is to pick people smarter than me and let them do the job. My role is to support them.”


We ended up talking for an hour and a half, but I pretty much knew I was going to take the job as soon as he gave the Olympic answer. He was right. I had become convinced that the real value of the Olympic bid was to change the face of New York, and now I would have a chance to do it from the inside. As I left, I told them that I was interested and would get back to Leventhal very soon.


I walked back to my office and called Alisa. She was excited for me, as were all three of my children when I got home that night. Over the next couple of days I must have talked to fifty friends and family members. That weekend, we flew to Detroit for one of our regular visits with my dad. I explained that I probably wouldn’t be able to come out as much. He told me to do it.


I called Peter Solomon to get his advice. After all, he had had the job in the Koch Administration. He sent me an eight-page, handwritten letter telling me I would be stupid not to take the job, especially at a time when the city needed good people more than ever. And then he proceeded to tell me what agencies I would want reporting to me and how to organize them.


After the weekend, I called Leventhal back and told him I wanted to do it, although I was very firm about not giving up my post as Chair of NYC2012. I pushed so hard that he would later confess that I almost lost the job. Bloomberg had told him that if I brought up the Olympics one more time, he should move on to other candidates.


We eventually found a work-around. I could still oversee NYC2012 from City Hall but wouldn’t have a formal position. After spending more than a month clearing conflicts, winding myself out of Oak Hill, and leaving my official role at NYC2012, I was announced as Bloomberg’s Deputy Mayor of Economic Development and Rebuilding just three days before he was inaugurated as New York City’s 108th Mayor. I had spent years, literally, planning for New York’s future. Now I was on the cusp of having the opportunity to implement the vision.















CHAPTER THREE



BEGINNING TO REBUILD


AT NINE-THIRTY P.M. on December 31, 2001, a city-appointed car and driver picked up Alisa and me at our townhouse on the Upper West Side to take us to Times Square. As we got closer, the driver, Richie Corley, turned on the flashing lights and periodically blasted the siren as he skillfully and swiftly guided us past a half million revelers right into the heart of the Crossroads of the World. Alisa and I grinned at each other. I felt myself relax for the first time since saying yes.


I had taken the job knowing what I would sacrifice to become Deputy Mayor. It meant relinquishing some control over NYC2012, which made me feel like I was giving up one of my children. I was volunteering to work for one dollar a year (ninety-three cents after the city deducted payroll taxes, and then I had to pay for extra health care, so I actually wrote a check every month!). But the sacrifices paled when I considered the staggering challenges ahead.


I would be charged with protecting the city’s economic future at one of the most perilous moments in its history. Since the terrorist attacks less than four months earlier, residents and businesses had fled Lower Manhattan. By the time we took office, tens of thousands of jobs had been lost, 13.4 million square feet of office space was destroyed, and the vacancy rate for apartments had soared. At Battery Park City, directly across the highway from the World Trade Center site, 40 percent of the residential units were abandoned in the months right after 9/11.


Despite an infusion of federal funds to help with recovery, the city’s financial situation was dire, although as members of the new administration converged on Times Square, even we didn’t know the extent of it. After we entered office, the scale of the financial disaster would quickly become clear: the city was on pace to lose $2.5 billion in tax revenues that fiscal year alone, according to the Comptroller’s office. Things were only projected to get worse—much worse. In 2003, the first full fiscal year of our administration, we were looking at deficits of $5 billion on a budget of roughly $42 billion. By our second full year, the budget hole was projected to swell to nearly $6 billion.


That would have been bad enough. But I quickly learned that only about $15 billion of the overall budget was discretionary—the rest was mostly mandated federal and state payments that flow through the city’s coffers. All my plans—the ones that had convinced me to accept the job in the first place—required major investments of funds the city no longer had.


Anyone could do these numbers and understand the bleakness of the city’s situation. But I knew the situation was even worse than people thought. New York’s long-term economic problems were deeper than 9/11. The city’s concentration in financial services posed risks that were just not sustainable. Since starting the Olympic bid, I had read pretty much every book on the history of New York I could get my hands on. I began to focus on the impact of financial panics, busts, and crashes on the city since it became a financial center at the dawn of the nineteenth century. There had been twelve of them—in 1809, 1819, 1837, 1857, 1873, 1893, 1901, 1907, 1929 (the big one), the late 1960s, and 1987. Each one followed a similar pattern: some kind of innovation generated enormous enthusiasm among investors and created a speculative boom.


During the boom times, as a result of New York’s status as the center of capital raising, money flowed through the city. During those periods the great arts and social service organizations were formed, making New York a cultural capital and, arguably, the most compassionate city in the country. For example, in the twenty years after the Civil War, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the Museum of Natural History, and the Metropolitan Opera were all formed.


Inevitably, though, the boom times ended, and when they did the city would go through a painful period of retrenchment. The cycles of boom and bust left their marks on the city, almost like the cycles of the seasons leave rings in the trunk of a tree. We had to disrupt that cycle or condemn the city to an endless circle of soaring and collapsing.


Fixing any of this—restoring Lower Manhattan, diversifying industries, luring the Olympics and the widespread rebuilding and revitalization the bid would generate—would be impossible unless we could tackle something far less tangible: the city’s image. After the terrorist attacks, New York became known as a devastated city. Every aftershock was reported widely around the world. Tourism plunged after 9/11. Surveys done of people around the country and around the world indicated that they thought the physical damage to the city was far more widespread than the terrible, but very localized, reality.


The local newspapers fed that perception. Stories of businesses’ and residents’ leaving the city abounded, contributing to the idea that New York was a deeply troubled place. The media speculated in hysterical tones about the city’s future downfall. We understood that, unaddressed, perception becomes reality.


I had spent the four weeks between accepting the job and the inauguration in a frenzy, first untangling all of my complex business interests because everything I owned had to be put into a blind trust (I would have no knowledge of the status of any of my investments for the entire time I served in government), officially separating myself from any official position with NYC2012, preparing for the announcement of my appointment, and then in the final weekend before the inauguration beginning to build a team. Yet between the negotiations, fears over the future, and anxiety over leaving NYC2012, I hadn’t considered what being Deputy Mayor would actually be like. When I found myself flying through Times Square on New Year’s Eve, driven in an official car—one with a siren even—something else struck me. Holy shit, I thought. This could be pretty amazing.


We were driving into Times Square because, consistent with tradition, the new Mayor was to be sworn into office just moments after the ball dropped, right in the middle of the city’s New Year’s Eve festivities. The symbolism that year was especially powerful—the transfer of power in the middle of a massive celebration occurring just three and a half months after 9/11.


Mike Bloomberg had rented out ABC’s Good Morning America studios, just steps away from the platform where he would take the oath of office, for a party for supporters and members of his new administration. Because I had nothing to do with the campaign and I hadn’t been appointed until just a couple of days before the inauguration, I knew pretty much no one. Never having been good with cocktail party banter, it was slightly awkward for me.


Seconds after the ball dropped, Alisa and I stood on stage in the frigid air in front of hundreds of thousands and watched Bloomberg, surrounded by his ninety-two-year-old mother, two daughters, girlfriend, and ex-wife, promise that New York would remain the center of the world. Now we had to make it true.


As I walked into City Hall early on the morning of January 1, I got my second shock, this one not so pleasant. My “office” was going to be a five-foot-long desk in a converted hearing room with fifty other people. There was only a six-inch-high divider separating me from my neighbors. I was not in private equity land anymore—but there could be no complaining. Bloomberg, who was already there, was sitting about eight feet away in the center of the room.


A few hours later, the new Mayor was sworn in again, this time in a more formal ceremony on the plaza in front of City Hall. Despite the woolen blankets and hot chocolate Michael Bloomberg provided, it was freezing, and I couldn’t wait for it to be over and to get to work. So, after a brief reception, I went back to my desk. At that point, my staff consisted of a single person, Sharon Greenberger.


When it became clear that I was going to take the Deputy Mayor post, I knew I was going to need a partner in City Hall, a chief of staff. I have always been more effective when I have someone I deeply respect to hear my ideas, to challenge me, and to manage the many details on which I tend to be less focused. Now that I was almost wholly unprepared for the path ahead, I knew that kind of partner would be essential. Senator Charles Schumer, who had become a friend after I did a fundraiser for him in 1998 for his first winning Senate campaign, was the first person I called. He immediately suggested Greenberger. “She is the smartest, most capable person I have ever worked with, and she understands Lower Manhattan, which has to be your top priority,” he said.


Greenberger had worked for Schumer in 2000, when he put together the Group of 35 task force to analyze and advocate for the development of additional office space in new neighborhoods across New York City. She had taken a leave of absence from her job as Director of Economic Development for the Alliance for Downtown New York, which was the Lower Manhattan business improvement district (BID), to work for Schumer. I called her right away. We agreed to meet the next day at my Oak Hill Capital office, where I decided almost instantly that she was perfect. She had earned an advanced degree in urban planning from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, worked in affordable housing, and possessed an intimate knowledge of Lower Manhattan, the area that would be fundamental to our success or failure. Most important, though, she exuded rare warmth that made me feel like I had known her forever. In fact, she epitomized the class of people who are among my favorite New Yorkers—midwestern immigrants to New York. I don’t think I have ever met a midwesterner-raised-New-Yorker I haven’t really liked. There is something about people who have the values and grounding typically associated with a midwestern upbringing, but who also have the drive and ambition to get up and try to make it in New York. Our first conversation revolved around growing up outside of New York, she from Kansas City and me from Detroit, and then coming to love the city.


What I hadn’t known before we met in my office was that she had recently returned to work after nine months of treatments for, and six months of recovery from, Hodgkin’s lymphoma. The cancer had been discovered two days after she had given birth to her second daughter. She finally came back to her job in August 2001. At 8:46 a.m. on September 11, she was riding the F train, which rises above ground as it clatters across the East River. Staring out the window, she saw the first plane veer toward the north tower and crash into the building ninety stories high. The train dipped back underground. Greenberger emerged into chaos at the Fulton subway stop and then walked back to her home in Brooklyn over the Brooklyn Bridge, coated in dust from the collapse of the towers.


Greenberger had worked for the Downtown Alliance for seven years, helping to make Lower Manhattan a more desirable place. She had played the key role in developing it into a technology hub. In moments it had been destroyed. Coming so close after her return from her illness, it could have been devastating, but in the months following the attack, she channeled her obvious energy into getting streets repaired, utilities reconnected, and businesses reopened. Clearly, she was as tough and determined as she was warm and smart. And no one better understood Lower Manhattan and many of the likely players in the rebuilding.


I knew I wanted her to take the job, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to join me or deal with the intensity of the role. Our second conversation was a little harder. I met her at the Marriott in Brooklyn the next Sunday for breakfast. I wanted both to sell her on the prospect and to make sure we were in sync on my vision for the city. I asked her what she thought of the Olympic plan and the West Side Stadium.


She liked the idea of having the Olympics in New York; she understood the upside the deadlines that the process imposed could have. But she was very negative about the stadium. She thought it was stupid.


“Can’t you do it somewhere else? Anywhere else?” she asked.


“There is nowhere else. The Mets don’t want it in Flushing. There are no other sites. Plus it can be a real centerpiece for the entire area.”


“Centerpiece? It’s a huge building taking up space on the valuable waterfront!”


“What valuable waterfront?” I protested. “There’s a railyard there. Nobody complains about the Javits Center taking up space on the waterfront.”


“Even if I accepted that argument, you’ll never get it done. The politicians over there are crazy.”


I couldn’t argue with that. The way she pushed back was just what I needed. We talked about whether if she came to work for me she would fully support the stadium, despite her reservations. She said she could. So right there I offered her the job as my Chief of Staff. She would be in charge of building and managing our team and developing the processes to move our entire agenda forward. She would need to be my alter ego so that it would be clear to everyone that she spoke and acted on my behalf. She took a day to think about it and then accepted. I can say today with the benefit of years of hindsight that it was the smartest decision I made in my time in City Hall.


That first morning after the Mayor’s second swearing in, we stared at each other across the small partition between our desks. Our list of problems was almost limitless. I felt a little paralyzed. “Have you ever been to Ground Zero?” Greenberger asked me. “No,” I admitted. “For a guy who has ‘Rebuilding’ in his title, don’t you think it makes sense to go see it? How will it look if some reporter asks you whether you’ve been there, and you have to admit that you haven’t?”


So on a cold, cloudy January afternoon, we walked the few blocks from City Hall to the site where nearly three thousand people had perished and where seven buildings had been destroyed. Entering the empty American Express building brought back a flood of memories. A year after I joined Lehman Brothers, that firm, owned by American Express, had moved into that building. Every day for two years I rode up the escalators to the sky lobby and then up the elevators to my shared office on the eighteenth floor. I had loved—and sometimes hated—coming into that building.


We were escorted onto a set-back roof about ten stories high, facing east, just a few floors below where my office had been, where we could look down upon Ground Zero. As we stared down across the West Side Highway at the mass of twisted wreckage, three and a half months after the attacks there was still a faint odor unlike anything I’ve ever smelled before. There were hundreds of ironworkers, welders, steelworkers, and other tradespeople on-site. The fires smoldering under the “Pile,” as it was known, had been officially declared extinguished just weeks before.


Looking up, I saw a long, jagged piece of steel that had sliced through a window across the hall from my old office; metal ripped through the side of the building and protruded like a massive knife. Until that point, the task of rebuilding had seemed somewhat abstract. It was clearly first on the long list of projects I had on my to-do list. But visiting that site, looking down and seeing the devastation, and then looking up and seeing the steel cutting through the window on my floor—it suddenly felt very personal.


As Greenberger and I stood there staring out over the wreckage, a crater in the heart of Lower Manhattan spreading aftershocks throughout the world, we felt the weight of responsibility now on our shoulders. The prospect of rebuilding was overwhelming. It occurred to us that we really had no idea what our responsibilities were and who the other actors involved would be. I didn’t even know who ran the Port Authority. It wasn’t really clear that anyone else in our administration did either.
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