
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			[image: keepSwinging.png] 

		

	
		
			 

			A POST HILL PRESS BOOK

			Published at Smashwords

			 

			Keep Swinging:

			A Memoir of Politics and Justice

			© 2016 by Joseph L. Bruno

			All Rights Reserved

			 

			ISBN: 978-1-68261-302-3

			ISBN (eBook): 978-1-68261-303-0

			 

			Cover Design by Quincy Alivio

			Cover Photograph courtesy of Tanya Bissaillon

			Interior Design and Composition by Greg Johnson/Textbook Perfect

			 

			No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means without the written permission of the author and publisher.

			 

			[image: Image11295.PNG] 

			Post Hill Press 

			posthillpress.com

			 

			Published in the United States of America

			1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

		

	
		
			CONTENTS

			 

			 

			Foreword by Andrew P. Napolitano

			Preface And Away We Go!

			 

			  Chapter 1 Courtroom

			  Chapter 2 Hometown, U.S.A

			  Chapter 3 Whatever You Want

			  Chapter 4 You’re in the Army Now

			  Chapter 5 Chasing the American Dream

			  Chapter 6 If at First You Don’t Succeed

			  Chapter 7 Welcome to the Arena

			  Chapter 8 Selling Coradian and a Short History of  Eighteen Years in the Political Vineyard

			  Chapter 9 Finally, a Chance

			Chapter 10 Mr. Leader

			Chapter 11 Preface: Future Imagined

			Chapter 12 Round 1: Three Men in a Ring

			Chapter 13 The Uses of Power

			Chapter 14 Round 2: Austerity Ain’t Beanbag

			Chapter 15 Flyaway

			Chapter 16 Round 3: Footnote to the Battle

			Chapter 17 Body Politics: A Brief Explanation

			Chapter 18 City and State

			Chapter 19 Take Me Out to the Ball Game

			Chapter 20 Future Gained

			Chapter 21 Boy Wonder

			Chapter 22 Landslide

			Chapter 23 Systemically Corrupt

			Chapter 24 War Games

			Chapter 25 For of All Sad Words of Tongue and Pen

			Chapter 26 Moving On

			Chapter 27 The Intangible Right of Honest Services

			Chapter 28 Openings

			Chapter 29 Nightmare on Broadway

			Chapter 30 The Battle of Quid Pro Quo

			Chapter 31 Clearly

			Chapter 32 Argumentum Ad Hominem

			Chapter 33 A Fast Round: The Jab and the Cross

			Chapter 34 The Joker

			Chapter 35 The Longest Wait of My Life

			Chapter 36 Sentenced

			Chapter 37 The Crime That Wasn’t

			Chapter 38 Nightmare on Broadway: Part 2

			Chapter 39 Ladies and Gentlemen, In Closing

			 

			Acknowledgments

			About the Author

			Endnotes

			Dedication

		

	
		
			FOREWORD

			 

			 

			When I first met Joe Bruno, he was ramrod straight and as handsome as a movie star. He was also eighty years old and about to be tried a second time for the same crime, notwithstanding an express prohibition on such double jeopardy in the United States Constitution itself.

			We met to discuss the constitutional implications of what the federal government was doing to him. He would eventually be acquitted, not on a technicality, but by a jury on the merits.

			My own years as a trial judge in the Superior Court of New Jersey have helped me to bore into character and intellect fairly quickly. In our first meeting, Joe impressed me as a man possessed of intellectual honesty, saint-like patience, and profound love of country, notwithstanding the misguided decisions of those who have run its government.

			My initial impression was correct.

			We had numerous meetings to address and analyze the judicial mindset and the manner in which it can subtly be moved in one direction or another, depending on the facts in a case and the manner of their presentation.

			What to do when the judge in your case sounds more like one of the prosecutors than the neutral arbiter that the Constitution guarantees? What to do when those guarantees are dishonored in a public courtroom of the United States of America by the very people we have hired to uphold them?

			Joe is a quick study, and regurgitates clearly what he sees and knows, as the reader will quickly grasp in the pages that follow.

			In these pages, the reader will see a small town American success story; an Italian-American Jimmy Stewart, straight out of It’s A Wonderful Life. He would be embarrassed at the Stewart comparison, but he’d be the first to acknowledge that his life has been wonderful.

			He has been a successful businessman, a clean politician in a world of payback and revenge, and a leader willing to buck the tide. He has forged coalitions, achieved compromises, and brought together feuding legislative factions for the common good. All the while he stayed faithful to his basic beliefs that our liberties come for our humanity—not from the government—and the government’s first duty is to protect those liberties.

			But Joe’s political life is more about the fascinating vagaries of human nature than the theories of good government. In these pages, you will meet some household names and characters, like Russell Simmons, George Pataki, Al D’Amato, Rudy Giuliani, Eliot Spitzer—and you will see them, warts and all, interact with Joe in ways my colleagues in the press never seem to convey.

			Filled with unvarnished memories, both high and low, using boxing metaphors and elegant moving poetry, Joe gives you here a sprint through the life of a great and decent man. Savor it and learn from it.

			In the end you will think of Senator Joseph Bruno as I have. We are all better for him and his public service. The handsome movie star is joyful.

			 

			Andrew P. Napolitano

			Senior Judicial Analyst, Fox News

			Distinguished Visiting Professor of Law, Brooklyn Law School

			New York City

			July 19, 2016

		

	
		
			PREFACE

			AND AWAY WE GO!

			 

			 

			Here it is, a life story. Honestly, at times, it felt as if it took longer to put on the page than to live it, but now, at last, it’s done.

			“So what?” one might ask.

			A reasonable question. I’ve asked it myself. And here is my answer. I hope that my experience can help people.

			I served in the New York Senate from 1977 to 2008, and for fourteen of those years I was the majority leader, the first full-time businessman ever to hold that post. As a fiscally conservative upstate Republican in a landscape dominated by free-spending downstate Democrats, I was outnumbered. But as one of the so-called “three men in a room,” along with the speaker of the Assembly and the governor, I had the constitutional power to shape the budget and a large say in the laws that the Legislature did or didn’t pass.

			I suppose this would be worth some words, especially since the state was in terrible financial shape when I became leader, with the worst tax burden in the United States. Soon enough we would suffer the worst attack on American soil. Along the way to trying to solve these problems I wound up dealing with people whose names regularly appeared in headlines and gossip columns—Hillary Clinton, Donald Trump, Michael Bloomberg, and Eliot Spitzer, to name a few.

			And while these pages contain some of my encounters with the famous and infamous, I never thought that alone would justify the effort for me to tell my story.

			Instead, I was thinking about my work, many years ago, with the Jaycees. Assisting community organizations was enormously satisfying, and I have tried to live my life by the line of the Jaycee Creed: “Service to humanity is the best work of life.” Back then, I had no conscious interest in elected office. I was, by no means, an “academic,” and as a son of a coal miner who spent his early days delivering ice, a life as a politician wasn’t in the forefront of my mind as a direct path. But I remember seeing Ronald Reagan, when he was traveling the country for General Electric, speak at the Queensbury Hotel in my hometown of Glens Falls, New York. I sat in front, studying him, his nervousness before he began, his easy style as he launched into his speech, and his ability to entertain and inform an audience, and I recall thinking that when I spoke in public I would try to emulate him. He was a people person, and I was inspired by his ability to communicate. When I watched him, it made me want to become a better communicator. I felt that if I could learn to listen and communicate well, that I could make a difference. 

			The Jaycee creed, and my glimpse of Reagan, would shape my political career, and it is in the spirit of assisting others that I put together my story, hoping that in some small way reading about my successes and failures might help the reader. This isn’t because I was a longtime senator. My role did give me a unique viewpoint, but I never kidded myself that voters thought much of politicians, and the truth is that on occasion I agreed with them. There is no second place when you run for office, you win or lose unlike horse races or golf tournaments. But once the race is over, I learned that you have to shake hands with your opponents and govern. That’s what is sometimes missing today, politicians who understand that they are elected not to be self-served, but to provide a better quality of life for the people who elected them and that sometimes takes the willingness to listen and compromise. 

			More valuable, I think, is that I’ve lived long enough to see a vanishing America. In that place, once upon a time, we celebrated the ideals of hard work, self-reliance, honesty, essential decency, an attempt by journalists to get their facts straight and to leave the opinions to editorial writers, a justice system committed to the notion of fairness, where public grandstanding by prosecutors and judges was considered indecent, and a political system based on opponents seeking common ground and compromising in order to solve problems.

			Not that in the past we always lived up to these ideals, not by a long shot, but even when we failed, we knew what was expected of us. That people no longer seem to care about the erosion of these values troubles me.

			On a personal note, I grew up in circumstances that today would be seen as unimaginable poverty. When I was born no social safety net existed, and my father, an Italian immigrant who served in the First World War, was offended by charity of any kind, including government handouts. I was a skinny kid who became a champion light heavyweight boxer, a poor student who managed to graduate from college, a boy from the wrong side of the tracks who married a doctor’s daughter, and, after a stint in Korea during the waning days of that war, a businessman who had more ups and downs than a cross-country race course.

			In 1976, after I got going as a businessman, I turned to politics, chiefly because I was tired of having the daylights taxed out of me; from the stories I read in the papers about the people doing the taxing, I wouldn’t have hired most of them to mow my lawn. Even more infuriating than the tax burden was that the Legislature didn’t accomplish much with our money. The year before, New York City nearly went bankrupt; the state was judged to be about the worst spot in the country to locate a business—only Louisiana was worse—and the infrastructure of the Capital Region, where I lived, would’ve embarrassed a third-world dictator.

			Once I won a seat in the state Senate, I made an unhappy discovery. My title came with little clout; I realized that while I could get some things done as Senator, it would be a lot easier and direct if I were leader. To enact the changes I dreamed of, I’d have to be one of those three men in the room, at the table, making decisions about the budget. So, in November 1994, after Republican George Pataki narrowly defeated incumbent Democratic governor Mario Cuomo, I launched a coup to unseat the Republican Senate majority leader, Ralph Marino. Ralph was a nice, soft-spoken guy from Long Island, with few leadership qualities, and as big a tax-and-spender as Cuomo and Sheldon Silver, a Manhattan Democrat who had recently been elected speaker of the Assembly. No one had ever beaten a sitting majority leader in the history of the state, and neither Pataki nor U.S. Senator Alphonse D’Amato, the de facto Republican boss of New York, wanted me in the position. Had I failed it would’ve been the end of my career, but I was so disgusted with the state’s spending and its tax policies driving out business, I didn’t care.

			After a nerve-wracking Thanksgiving weekend of phoning other senators and lining up support with a mixture of persuasion and promises of committee chairmanships, I nailed down the votes to become the majority leader, and Ralph was out. He forgave me, and I was later asked by his wife to deliver the eulogy at his funeral along with Mario Cuomo.

			Over the next dozen years, sometimes working with and sometimes against Governor Pataki and Speaker Silver, I saw the business climate of New York improve, particularly upstate. One of my biggest supporters was Donald Trump, who raised money for Republicans. Donald was a character—more about him later—but he had demonstrated in the mid-1980s, when he took over the disastrously overdue, over-budget renovation of Wollman Rink in Central Park and completed it in a few months for a couple of million dollars, what I’d been saying ever since arriving in the Senate—that a businesslike approach was better for taxpayers than the slow-moving, expensive grind of government.

			In 2006, as George Pataki completed his third four-year term and prepared to enter private life, I was tempted to follow him. Much of what I had set out to do had been done—a revitalized airport, technology parks, improved high-tech education, and bringing nanotechnology to the University at Albany. Still, there was one more project I wanted to see completed: bringing a computer-chip fabrication plant to the Capital Region, a big piece of my dream to see upstate New York compete with Silicon Valley. So I stayed, which was how I came to lock horns with the newly elected Democratic governor, Eliot Spitzer. In later chapters I’ve documented Spitzer’s fifteen months in the Governor’s Mansion—the strangest period of my years in politics. All I’ll say here is that while I never claimed to own a crystal ball, I had to be among the first to recognize that Spitzer was unbalanced, an opinion I see no reason to change now, eight years after he departed Albany in disgrace.

			The chip plant would be built, but I’d come to regret my decision to remain in the Senate, because I wound up in the ugliest fight of my life, being prosecuted for something that the United States Supreme Court ruled wasn’t a crime at all—the supposed theft of honest services.

			Which brings me to the last reason I’m telling my story. The federal government spent three years investigating me, and I fought the government in court for another five, all of which gave me a close look at a legal system overwhelmed by uncontrolled prosecutorial discretion and a judge who many thought enabled the prosecutors. I was lucky in that I had the persistence and the ability to raise the money to fight. I was even luckier to have the support of my entire family and so many great friends who stepped up and publicly supported me, despite great personal jeopardy at times. My son, daughter, and Kay were by my side in court every single day, and that meant everything to me. Most people don’t have my resources to fight back against the unfairness of this system, and the horrid impact these trials had on me, my family, and friends, continues to rankle me. 

			Yes, the tales of corruption are legendary. After my two trials were done, Assembly Speaker Silver was convicted of selling his office, and Dean Skelos, the senator who replaced me as majority leader, was convicted of extortion. Both were prosecuted by the U. S. Attorney’s office, which had won prosecutions against other legislators and Wall Streeters. Yet, reported with less fanfare, probably because it isn’t as entertaining as the public scourging of an elected official or a hedge-fund manager, is that a number of these convictions have been thrown out by the courts. In the end, if we don’t change this behavior, everyone is at risk.

			One final observation, if I may, and I kept it in mind while I dove back into my past. Someone once told me that you can gauge a life by what was accomplished, how long the odds were against succeeding, and the price you paid for your success.

			I believe I accomplished things worth reading about—things that no one in his right mind would have predicted for me when I was a boy. As for the price—it was high, higher than I ever anticipated, and, as you’ll see, I’m still paying it.

			Was it all worth it? This book is also my attempt to answer that question.
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			COURTROOM 6

			 

			 

			The United States of America versus Joseph L. Bruno…

			I couldn’t believe it. Not those words. I felt like I was standing outside myself. Trapped in a crazy nightmare. I blinked. On the wall behind the judge’s bench, I saw the Great Seal of the United States, the eagle grasping an olive branch in one talon and thirteen arrows in the other.

			Really? My country was prosecuting me? I was the enemy? An eighty-year-old enemy, no less. A veteran of Korea who had served in the New York State Senate for thirty-two years.

			Yes, they were. On this cold gray Monday morning, November 2, 2009, I’d come through security at the James T. Foley United States Courthouse in Albany, walked down the hallway, and entered the courtroom, with its dark mahogany furniture and pastel, blue-and-gray carpet, then sat in a chair at the defendant’s table and glanced at the rows of potential jurors seated behind me.

			And what was my crime? Not tax evasion, that’s for sure. The feds had gone through fourteen years of my returns and hadn’t found a penny out of place. The government had bigger things in mind for me. Assistant U.S. Attorneys Elizabeth C. Coombe and William C. Pericak had conjured up a headline-grabbing, eight-count, thirty-five-page indictment that basically claimed I’d deprived the citizens of my state of honest services.

			I wasn’t doing my job, was that it? Me, who went sixteen hours a day, whose family and staff accused of being a workaholic?

			The honest-services statue was ludicrous—“a weapon of mass discretion,” according to one legal scholar.1 So what was I being tried for? The New York Times, no friend of mine, speculated that it wasn’t necessarily a matter of “what’s illegal in Albany but what’s legal.”2

			Ah, I get it. I was being prosecuted for following rules I’d tried to change as the majority leader of the Senate, only to have my ideas shot down by Governor Eliot Spitzer. Now all the government had to do was put retired Senator Joe Bruno in jail, and presto—they’ll clean up Albany.

			If that doesn’t make sense to you, you’re not alone, but you’ll never go broke betting against overreaching government prosecutors, and for these folks the honest-services law was awfully handy. Justice Antonin Scalia would quip that you could use it to indict “a mayor for using the prestige of his office to get a table at a restaurant without a reservation.”3

			Maybe Coombe and Pericak wanted to nail me for that. For using my name when I made a reservation at Jack’s Oyster House.

			Now was no time for jokes. Still, I kept thinking that if the eagle on the Great Seal knew what was going on below him, he’d fall off the wall, dead.

			My mind wandered. I was standing outside myself again, but I no longer wondered how I’d wound up in Courtroom 6.

			I began wondering how all of this had started, if there was one identifiable moment when, long ago, I had become who I was going to be.

			Yes, I decided, there was a moment…
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			HOMETOWN, U.S.A.

			 

			 

			A single moment that had shaped my future, a moment in September. My whole life altered by that excruciating, indelible moment.

			And it only took me a lifetime to figure it out.

			I couldn’t have known it back then. Not while it was happening. Not in 1946, when I was a fast-talking seventeen-year-old senior at Saint Mary’s Academy, a middleweight who loved to box and ignored his homework to take any job I could find, from delivering newspapers to matching quarters with my schoolmates so I could buy a class ring. Not as I sweated through my shirt in the blistering sun of that September afternoon and stood on the parched grass outside 25 Walnut Street in Glens Falls, a rundown duplex, with my maternal grandmother’s family, the Ricciardellis, on one side, and all ten of the Brunos on the other, crammed into the three bedrooms upstairs with just a commode, no sink, no hot water, and three rooms downstairs, where we bathed once a week in a tub in the kitchen—the two girls on Friday night, the six boys on Saturday, with water heated in iron pots. To make space for their children, our parents slept on a pullout couch in the living room, and there was a wood stove in the kitchen that went out at night, so in the winter I froze my ass off even though we slept two in a bed and bundled up in sweaters and coats to sleep.

			Welcome to Hometown, U.S.A., the name bestowed on Glens Falls, New York, by Look in April 1944, when the magazine began publishing, with glorious color photographs, its series on the city flourishing in the foothills of the Adirondacks, a six-part, patriotic love letter to its nineteen thousand residents, all of whom, if you believed the articles, appeared to live in a Norman Rockwell painting with views of the Hudson River. For some reason, Look failed to mention the east end, where the Brunos resided, perhaps because the hardscrabble lives of the east-enders were not as effective an advertisement for the American dream as pictures of youngsters riding bicycles past the grand homes on Glen Street or a businessmen’s luncheon in the opulent dining room of the Queensbury Hotel.

			Any of the shoppers strolling under the stately elms downtown or enjoying a malted at the soda fountain in Kresge’s could tell you that the east end was where the dagos and micks clustered, scrambling to get by in the shadows of the D & H Railroad depot, where boys had hugged their parents and sweethearts before going off to war, and where the sooty rectangle of Singleton’s coal yard doubled as a playground for the neighborhood kids, who often hopped a boxcar there and rode it to Hanks Candy Co. to feast on packages of discarded chocolates. There were red-brick factories almost everywhere you looked that smudged the sky with smoke and supplied the customers who anesthetized their assorted sorrows in the taverns, pungent with sweat and tobacco, and owned by ex-bootleggers. The one redeemable feature of the east end, or so some of the illustrious citizens said, were the mom-and-pop bakeries and grocery stores along the narrow streets, excellent places to buy homemade wine or bread but otherwise, if you had half a brain, you’d keep out. Those east-enders, particularly the kids, were tough.

			Neither I, nor my seven brothers and sisters, ranging in age from twenty-one to seven, were feeling especially tough on that blazing afternoon as a listless breeze blew dust in our faces, and we watched our father, Vialiano, as dark and handsome as a matinee idol, storm past us to the street. In 1910, when Vito was fourteen, he had emigrated from Bologna, Italy, and by now his muscles had muscles—his stomach was so hard he let his sons punch it for fun—the result of working every minute of overtime he could get shoveling coal into a furnace at a plant that produced tissue paper, trudging back and forth over the South Glens Falls Bridge because the bus cost a dime each way. By nature, Vito was reticent, a patient father and listener, but he was a ferocious protector of the people he loved, and at the moment his anger was visible in the corded veins in his neck as he gave the ambulance driver holy hell in his fractured English, yelling at him to turn on the air conditioning because our mother—forty-three years old and wasted away to skeletal proportions—was strapped on a stretcher in back and almost suffocating in the September heat that was indistinguishable from the worst dog days of summer.

			My mother, Rachel Catherine and always called “Katie,” was in that ambulance because she had just returned from the Lahey Clinic in Boston. For a long time she had suffered from the aftereffects of a botched gall bladder operation. Before her surgery, she was a robust woman with an alabaster complexion and twinkling brown eyes who possessed boundless energy for tending to her husband and children, cooking, cleaning, and marching us over to Warren Street on Sundays for nine o’clock Mass at Saint Mary’s, her daughters in home-sewn dresses and her sons in their one decent set of clothes, purchased at the Economy Department Store. A Glens Falls native, my mother could read and write English and Italian. Thus, when many of our neighbors received a letter from Italy or wanted to write one, they came to see Katie, who also served as the local psychotherapist, listening to their problems and offering advice and whatever assistance she could.

			I was a small boy the day Ma came home from her first surgery, and so relieved to see her I probably followed her from room to room as Pa and the neighbors streaming in to visit celebrated with pasta in rich tomato sauce and newly pressed wine. Six months later, Ma had stomach pains, and her skin and the whites of her eyes were yellow with jaundice. A doctor discovered that during her gallbladder operation, the surgeon had cut into a bile duct so that bile was leaking into her abdomen, which had become infected. An operation was scheduled to insert a tube to bypass the injured duct, which her body continuously rejected, and this was the start of a torturous odyssey of seven surgeries and months away from us recuperating. Ma grew sicker; I can still see her stretched out on the couch, shivering with chills while Pa heated bricks on the stove then wrapped them in a blanket and used it as a heating pad for his wife. Ma never complained, though, and made the most of it when she was home. My oldest sister Rose had assumed the household chores, and Ma sat in her rocking chair, instructing her on how to prepare meals, and fighting off her pain to help Rose bathe the youngest children, and even working at the polls on Election Day, from six in the morning till nine-thirty at night, because it paid $15. 

			I remember how concerned the adults around me were when Ma became pregnant with Art and then Bob. From what I could make out, everyone worried whether Ma, with her trouble keeping down food and little strength, would survive the deliveries. I dearly love my youngest brothers, but it was during these years that I began to resent the Catholic Church for its condemning birth control as sinful. Most of the Italian—and Irish—grownups in the east end were staunch Catholics, and there they were, in the midst of the Depression, barely able to put food on their tables, and still having more kids. Why? Because the Church told them they’d fry if they didn’t. Yet what assistance did the Church offer the devout Brunos? When Ma was too sick to attend Mass, Father O’Connor made house calls to give her Communion. And Saint Mary’s sent a fruit basket after she died.

			 I didn’t realize it on that September afternoon, but Ma’s going to the Lahey Clinic had been her last hope. As it worked out, the doctors at Lahey, among the finest in the country, had been unable to help her, and now she was supposed to be taken to the Koch Nursing Home on Glen Street for palliative care. My father’s medical insurance had covered the hospitalization, not the ambulance ride from Boston to the nursing home. Originally, Pa had been told the cost would be $75. He had saved up those funds, only to be informed by the ambulance driver, who had stopped at our house to collect payment, that the cost was $125. After Pa got done shouting, the driver had agreed to start up the engine and turn on the air conditioning, but he refused to deliver Ma to Koch or to unload her from the ambulance until he got paid.

			Pa was fifty bucks short. And he was flat broke.

			To understand what happened next, to appreciate the desperation my father must have felt, and his humiliation, you have to understand his enormous pride and his belief, as strong as his faith in God, that to have integrity you had to make your own way, and you weren’t entitled, regardless of how difficult your circumstances, to break the law or to take anything you didn’t earn. During Prohibition, my father’s brother, Dominick, who lived on the street behind us, was a successful bootlegger, and he offered Pa a chance to join him. My parents had three children and needed the money, but my father rejected his brother’s offer. Then the Depression hit, and although Pa struggled to feed his family, raising rabbits and chickens in a coop he built from a shipping crate and planting a garden, he refused to accept the same government assistance that our neighbors accepted. Nor would he permit the firemen, who ran a charity drive at Christmastime, to give us the same presents that they gave the other poor kids. 

			Now, however, his wife was a prisoner and his children expected him to rescue her.

			I can scarcely imagine how difficult it was for my father to swallow his pride for the following five or six hours, and, along with two friends, Dominick Russo and Giuseppe Didio, go from house to house for help. The people they asked were generally no better off than the Brunos, though none of them had a loved one stuck in an ambulance. Henry Lamberti and Pietro Villa ponied up fifty cents; John Popi, Carmela DiPaldo, and Aurora Pagano each kicked in a quarter. I know the names and amounts because someone made a list. My father couldn’t write, and in all likelihood he insisted that either Dominick or Giuseppe keep track of the contributions, because he intended to repay everybody. The list read like an Italian phone book, and there were one hundred and fourteen names on it. I know all of this because thirty-five years later, when my father passed away, the list was in the Coleman toolbox that he used to store his personal papers.

			I’m not sure whether Pa repaid those people, but I wouldn’t bet 
against it.

			My mother was taken to Koch Nursing Home, where she remained until spring. One Saturday in April, Pa walked us over there to see her. Mom was lying in bed with tubes running into one of her thin pale arms. Her children crowded around her. She patted my youngest brothers on their heads. I don’t recall what anyone said, though somebody must have said something, but I had the impression that my mother, despite her fight to live for her husband and children, understood that she would soon be leaving us.

			In the morning, there was a loud knock on the kitchen door. My father, still in his underwear, opened the door, and our neighbor, who had gotten the phone call from the nursing home, told him that Mom had passed away. It was Easter Sunday, 1947. She was forty-four years old. It was the first time I ever saw my father cry.

			 As broken up as I was about her death, with the passing of time what has never left me was the memory of my father being unable to pay her ambulance while she lay helpless on that stretcher.

			 Ask me why I stayed in the New York State Senate for thirty-two years. Ask me why I dedicated much of my adult life learning how to operate the levers of power, to shift funds to save a school, for instance, or to reinvigorate a financially bereft community. Ask me. I’ll give you chapter and verse on the wages of powerlessness, its horror, its degradation, and the wounds that never heal.

			Ask me, and I’ll tell you about a hot September afternoon, seventy years ago.
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			WHATEVER YOU WANT

			 

			 

			Throughout my mother’s illness and after her death, my father held the family together. He did this with a combination of working long hours and handing out advice, and among his favorite sayings was “Whatever you want, you have to work hard to get it.”

			I listened and, as a boy, grabbed any opportunity that came my way. At the age of nine, I began waking up before six, walking over to Voher and Donahue’s Bakery, and carrying metal trays of doughnuts and cinnamon buns to McMullen and Levin, a shirt-and-dress manufacturer. I could see the factory from the back of our house, and the whole undertaking took about an hour, the worst part of it being in the winter, when I woke up in the dark and had to walk through the bitter cold and kept slipping on the ice and snow, trying to balance the trays. I was paid in day-old baked goods, and during that year my family ate lemon pies and éclairs for breakfast. By the following year, I graduated to a paper route with a hundred and twenty-four customers who paid three cents for the paper, and I kept a penny.

			After school and in the summers, I pulled weeds, cut grass, unloaded watermelons from box cars, carried bags at the railroad station for tips, put out the produce at Central Market, collected coal that fell outside the fence at Singleton’s, put it in a burlap bag, and brought it home to burn in the stove. My scariest job was answering a phone for a taxi company seven days a week from three in the afternoon until two in the morning, many of the customers belligerent drunks who relished screaming at the kid in the office. I was paid fifty cents a shift, an arrangement that would land an employer in jail if he tried it today. When my stint at the taxi company ended, I got hired to set up the bowling pins at the Knights of Columbus on weekday evenings, usually keeping at it until midnight.

			My chief recollection of these years is of being tired and miserable, and feeling as though I was inferior to other children. My clothes smelled of coal smoke, and because we couldn’t afford a dentist, I used to stick pieces of white paper in my mouth to hide the decay staining my teeth. The single image that has never left me—an image that contains all of the pain and frustration of my childhood—is of kids squealing with delight and riding ponies down Walnut Street while I had to watch because my parents didn’t have the nickels for their children to take a turn.

			As for my future, all I knew was that I didn’t want to be poor, so I worked as hard as I could while it gradually occurred to me that, contrary to Pa’s advice, hard work wasn’t a guaranteed ticket out of poverty—you had to get a job that paid well. My ticket out could’ve been an education. The Bruno children attended Saint Mary’s Academy, an imposing stone edifice on the outskirts of the downtown. Because my parents couldn’t afford the tuition, I assume the church let us attend for free, but even there I felt as if I were a six-headed duck, beginning with the fact that I didn’t have a uniform like the other students—again because my family didn’t have the money. With the hours I was working I frequently fell asleep in class, and the nuns considered me a lost cause. I did my best to avoid the sister the students referred to as “King Kong,” who once smacked my brother, Pete, in the head so violently that it took him a day to regain his hearing. I managed to escape his fate, but I was a regular at detention, where I discovered a copy of Dale Carnegie’s How to Win Friends and Influence People.

			The nun snatched the book from me, held it up and mocked me by saying, “Look what he’s reading.” Then she smacked me on the back of the head and ordered me to do my homework. 

			Probably because I wanted to prove that I could do something worthwhile, I got it in my head that I wanted to be an altar boy. This news was greeted with healthy skepticism by my homeroom teacher, Sister Marsha. She spoke to Sister Rose Madeleine, who the students referred to as “King Kong,” and Sister Rose told my teacher that I was too dumb to learn Latin. Sister Marsha offered to teach me after school, and I accepted and studied myself silly and became an altar boy, winning an award that was presented to me one Sunday when the church was full. The faithful applauded my efforts. I liked the award and the applause, tangible proof that I’d accomplished a goal. The same was true with the Boy Scouts and its merit badges, and I flourished as a Scout. However, the skill I picked up during those years that gave me my strongest sense of self-reliance was learning how to box.

			The Sagamore Street Playground was a quarter-mile from my house, and when I first started hanging around there I was the proverbial ninety-pound weakling, which I guess was an invitation for the bigger kids to pick on me. I got beat up on more than one unceremonious occasion. Still, I figured it was my playground too, and I was stubborn enough not to let them chase me away from the swings and the slide and the baseball or football game. In the 1930s, anti-bullying campaigns were limited to your ability to defend yourself, and I was blessed that on a summer afternoon a guy in his twenties came over to say hello. His name was Bob Coons; he was a middleweight boxer from New York City; and he promised that he could show me how to handle bullies.

			For weeks, Bob practiced with me, getting down on his knees and rotating around—and wearing out his pants—while I circled him, leading with my left and punching straight ahead with my right just as he taught me. I fell in love with the rhythm and physicality of boxing, the combination of concentrating and letting yourself go, of rationing out your anger, translating it into a dance along with jabs and hooks.

			The next time a kid came after me, it was a two-punch affair, and I wasn’t the one with the bloody nose, and after that I knew all I’d ever need to know about bullies. From then on, I took care of myself and looked after some of the smaller kids in the playground.

			It was excellent training for a future politician.

			***

			One of the most pernicious aspects of poverty is that it is hard to imagine a better life beyond the riches one might see in the media—in my day, the magazine photos of Hollywood stars and European royalty—not necessarily the most helpful guide for plotting a realistic escape plan. For me, there was the example of my Uncle Dominick, my father’s brother, who owned a tavern, The Blue Room, with a hotel upstairs and a grocery store next to the bar, with his family living upstairs. I don’t know if anything indecent went on in the hotel rooms, but Ma told me to keep away from there, as if my morals would be compromised by the proximity to alleged sin. The word in my family, though, was that Uncle Dominick had been a bootlegger and, given my upbringing, I didn’t consider a life of crime an option.

			Fortunately, the Rotary Club of Glens Falls appreciated this challenge and had a program designed to pair needy kids with some of the city’s more successful citizens. It was known as the Buddy Club. Every Saturday, for a nickel, we could go to the YMCA on Glen Street to play in the gym and swim in the pool, and each of us who participated had a sponsor from the Rotary. My sponsor was Dr. Mitchell, a tall, bespectacled man whose serious demeanor was both intimidating and encouraging. Every week I used to meet with him and we’d talk for five or ten minutes, and he would sign a slip of paper that I’d visited. Dr. Mitchell became, I now realize, someone I wanted to emulate, and he and his family resided in the Broadacres section of Glens Falls—a bucolic slice of heaven dotted with magnificent homes. I had Christmas dinner with them, and it was in that house that I got my first glimpse of the world beyond the six crowded rooms on Walnut Street.

			Now, at least, I had something to shoot for.

			And going to the YMCA altered my life in a way I had never anticipated, for it was there, standing across from me at a Ping-Pong table, that I met Barbara Frasier, called Bobbie. I was fourteen, and Bobbie was a year younger. We would later confess to each other that it was love at first sight, though being so young neither of us knew squat about the subject. But the Y was a wonderful place to find a partner, because they held weekly dances, and it was swaying to big-band music that we became boyfriend and girlfriend.

			Bobbie was a demure, strawberry blond who, even then, had a poise and grace that was totally foreign to me. I’d soon discover that she came by those qualities honestly enough, growing up less than a mile—and a world away—from the east end. Her house was one of the big, comfortable Victorians on Glen Street, directly across from Glens Falls High School and half a block from First Presbyterian, where her family prayed on Sundays.

			Her father, Dr. Nelson Frasier, was an austere man, a graduate of New York University Medical School who completed his surgical training at Bellevue Hospital in Manhattan and entered the U.S. Army Medical Corps as a first lieutenant during World War I, serving at the base hospital in Langres, France. Following the Armistice, he married Jesse McNeal, an Albany native three years his senior, opened an office in their home, established a busy practice as a surgeon and ultimately became chief of staff at the hospital. Jesse was a beautiful, high-spirited woman a few inches under five feet, who loved to cook and bake, and no one I’ve ever known was kinder to me. The Fraziers had two other daughters, Margaret and Jean, and initially they were less kind to me than their mother, acting as though a loutish Italian-Catholic alien had arrived from a wretched galaxy to disrupt their happy clan by stealing their sister.

			Dr. Frazier wasn’t directly rude to me—he was too well-bred for that—but he told Bobbie in no uncertain terms that she should not go out with me. Looking back, I can understand the reaction of her father and sisters, because to this day, I’m not exactly sure what Bobbie saw in me. She was a good student, an excellent dancer, softball player, and skier and, unlike me, deeply involved in the whirl of activities at her school— the French club and the prom committee, to name a couple of them. The one thing I had going for me was that I was the opposite of shy. I’d say whatever was on my mind, and I wasn’t afraid to ask for something if I wanted it—a talent I perfected out of necessity as I was always in the position of needing a job. Bobbie, on the other hand, was quiet and shy. I suppose we thought our lives would be easier if we could fix our imperfections with the qualities of the other.

			I got the best of that deal. I never made Bobbie less shy, but whatever gentlemanly skills I developed, I owe to her. After we started to date, I realized that my grammar and my language, which seemed normal at home, was a disaster. Gently, and insistently, Bobbie corrected my English, striking “ain’t” and “youse” from my vocabulary, handing out a few pointers about agreements between subject and verb, and suggesting that as a rule profanity wasn’t the most succinct way to express yourself. I could’ve been insulted, but Bobbie was such a generous soul; she offered her suggestions as though she were sharing these wonderful secrets; and so it was impossible for me to be hurt. Then, too, I knew that her seeing me came at some cost to her, because she respected her father, and his disapproval of me wounded her, as did the snide comments from her sisters, one of them being that if Bobbie married me, she’d have dark, wiry-haired Italian babies.

			Her mother was her ally, and she didn’t report to Dr. Frazier that their daughter had set up a signal with me, leaving the light on in her room so I’d know her father wasn’t home, and it was safe to call her on the phone. In order to go to the movies or dances with me, she told her father that she was meeting her girlfriends, and when I brought her home we had to say goodnight while standing behind the thick trunk of an oak tree. We were young, and our rebellion held as much allure as our romance. Yet I was uncertain about my future, and the idea that I would marry Bobbie seemed unrealistic. Despite my brashness, even I didn’t think I could punch that high above my weight.

			I was about to graduate from Saint Mary’s, a miracle rivaled by the fishes and loaves. My best grade in four years of high school was a 92 in Civics, with the others being just barely adequate for me to get my diploma. Now I needed a job, and Fred Hovey, the most prominent ice dealer in town, a shrewd, hard-working man who plowed his profits into buying land, hired me to help deliver ice from one of his trucks. I worked six and a half days a week for $14, a sum that I doubted would impress Bobbie’s father. 

			“Why don’t you go to college?” Bobbie asked me one night. Bobbie, upon graduating from Glens Falls High School, would become a student at the Edgewood Park School in Briarcliff Manor, a two-year program that prepared young women for semiprofessional careers but didn’t stint on the high-toned cultural stuff that Bobbie liked.

			“With my grades? Are you kidding?”

			“No,” she replied quietly. “I’m not.”

			I knew Bobbie was right. If my life was going to catch up with my ambition, I’d need a college degree, so I got permission from Mr. Hovey to borrow his truck and drove down to Loudonville, a suburb of Albany, where in the 1930s Franciscan friars had established Saint Bernardine of Siena College. When I arrived on campus, the place was so jammed with returning veterans paying their way with the G.I. Bill that classes were held in Quonset huts.

			I met with a dean, a friar who was as sympathetic and forgiving as the founder of his order, Saint Francis of Assisi. Upon inspecting my transcript, the dean said that he wasn’t sure my grades warranted an acceptance and noted that I hadn’t taken any admission exams.

			“I’ll take the tests,” I said. “And do the work. I promise.”

			He must’ve heard the desperation in my voice, because when I climbed behind the wheel of the truck, I was no longer just another Italian Glens Falls east-ender. I was a real American college boy.

			***

			Electric refrigerators weren’t mass produced until after the Second World War, and it was a while before they were a familiar presence in American kitchens. Before then, food was stored in an icebox, and in every town you’d see ice trucks driving up and down the streets. Our days began before dawn when I had to walk three miles to Glenwood Avenue, where Fred Hovey had his home and his company’s ice houses. We worked into the evening, and I had to make up the hours I spent at Siena. First, we cut up the ice in the storage sheds with chainsaws, and I saw more than one careless guy slice into his own leg and splatter the white-blue blocks with blood. Using tongs, we loaded up the truck, and then we were off on our daily rounds. Delivering ice in the summer and fall was back-breaking, and you got soaked hauling it into houses and sliding it into the boxes. Yet all of this was a day at the beach compared to what we had to do in January and February, cutting blocks of ice from a pond and transferring them to ice houses.

			With our breath smoking in the frigid gusts that shook the bare branches of the trees, we began by scraping the snow off the pond with plows attached to horses that, on occasion, protested their working conditions by refusing to move or trying to kick you. Then, using a motorized saw, we attacked the ice, cutting blocks that were thirty inches thick, fifteen feet wide, and weighed a minimum of three hundred pounds. Once we squared off the ice, we used crowbars to free it from the surrounding ice until it resembled a raft and began floating it to shore.

			By now, our hands and feet were numb, and we had to load the ice onto an elevator that lifted the ice over the traffic on Glenwood Avenue. The worst job was the final step: as the elevator lowered the ice onto mini-tracks that led into the storage sheds, the switchers had to guide the blocks by grabbing them and stopping their movement with a pike. If the switcher forgot to plant his feet, he’d wind up getting clocked by the ice and knocked off his feet, which always made everyone laugh and infuriated the poor fellow on the ground, who sometimes stood up and punched one of his giddy co-workers in the face.

			Between working for Hovey Ice and driving fifty miles in wet clothes three days a week to Siena, I felt as though I were trapped in a frozen Hell.

			Then I got smart—and lucky.

			Smart because I transferred to Skidmore, a women’s college in Saratoga Springs that had recently opened a co-ed extension in Glens Falls to accommodate the World War II veterans. Professors were brought from Saratoga; tuition was cheap; and because so many of the veterans were employed, the extension had a generous selection of evening classes.

			My luck was that the Irving brothers, who had the ice route in Hudson Falls, decided to retire. That meant Fred Hovey needed a new guy for his truck, and I asked him for the job. In 1948, I figured it was a brave thing to do. Today, however, I can see that his answer was a foregone conclusion, and this taught me an aspect of deal making that I didn’t fully appreciate until years later: know who you are asking and how your request will be considered. In Fred’s case, I knew that he liked me. More important, I knew that he had made his own way in the world and revered hard work; and I sensed that he was itching to give a kid a chance.

			Fred looked me up and down. “How the hell you gonna do it? One guy on a truck?”

			“Don’t worry. I’ll do it.”

			He thought for a moment, rubbing his chin. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll let you have the truck and ice for a week—no charge. Let’s see how you do.”

			I made a small fortune, or at least that was how it felt to me as I emptied my pockets at night and piled the crumpled, wet bills on my dresser. The route became mine. I paid Fred seventy cents for a three-hundred-pound cake of ice, and sold it for $3. I never sold less than a hundred cakes a week, and most weeks I sold more.

			Finally, I could afford an engagement ring, and I asked Bobbie to marry me.

			And she said yes.
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			Barbara and I were married on March 25, 1950, in the rectory of Saint Mary’s, not in the church, because it was Lent and no big to-dos were allowed. I wasn’t sure God had the time to worry about where we took our vows, but the priest said He did. Dr. Frazier made up for the modest ceremony by paying for a reception at the Queensbury Hotel. During my spring break, Bobbie and I honeymooned in New York City. For eleven bucks a night, we stayed at the Hotel Commodore, with its opulent lobby that included a waterfall, and when we returned to Glens Falls, I moved into the Frazier’s house—at her father’s insistence. It was his way of helping us, and I suspect that he thought Bobbie and I were children ourselves and still needed a parental hand. He was right: I was twenty; my new bride was nineteen.

			Dr. Frazier and I were on much better terms. Once I slipped the engagement ring on Bobbie’s finger (and had a well-paid job and a full schedule of college courses), he accepted that his daughter wanted to marry me regardless of whether he approved, and his own problems must have outweighed any disappointment he might have felt about Bobbie’s selection of a son-in-law. Due to the onset of Huntington’s disease, the doctor had to close his practice. He had made some solid investments and bought enough insurance that he and his family were on a sound financial footing, but he was unable to tend to his house and grounds, so I handled those chores for him.

			Jessie, my mother-in-law, who had long been in my corner, was thrilled to have me around. She loved to cook and bake. Her husband had little appetite, and her daughters were watching their figures. However, I came in from work and school starving, and I ate from one end of the house to the other. Not a pie or cake or cookie that Jessie took out of the oven was safe from me, and she used to stand over me smiling as I polished off everything she prepared.

			Bobbie, intimately acquainted with the details of my childhood, also seemed to be on a mission to make certain that I never went hungry again, and frequently when I came back to Glens Falls to go to class she’d bring me something to eat, claiming that she could track me down by looking for the puddles my ice truck left in the street.

			As I settled into married life, I began to see the fuzzy shapes of a better future, but seven thousand miles away events developed that would sidetrack me and give me a glimpse of horrors that I’d never forget.

			***

			In June 1950, aided by the Soviet Union, Communist North Korea invaded U.S.-backed South Korea. The United Nations condemned the attack, and President Harry Truman ordered American troops to assist the South Koreans. The fight was referred to as a “police action,” and history would dub it the “Forgotten War,” because it was dwarfed by our efforts in World War II and it didn’t divide the country in the same manner as Vietnam.

			I could’ve found some way to avoid serving, but I believed our country had a responsibility to help free nations and that it was my patriotic duty to do my share. My father and father-in-law had served in World War I; two of my brothers planned to join the Navy; and my brother, Vito, was in ROTC at Siena and would become a career Army officer. So, believing that I’d get drafted after finishing at Skidmore, I chose to enlist in the Naval Reserve and was accepted into the officer-training program. I had to attend meetings each month, which I didn’t mind at all, and then one summer I was sent on a two-week cruise, where I became so seasick I was tempted to jump overboard.

			You didn’t have to be a military genius to conclude that I’d be more effective on land, and in the winter of 1952, I spoke to someone at my local draft board.

			With visions of myself dying with my head stuck in a metal toilet bowl, I said, “Please, you gotta draft me. If you don’t, I’ll end up in the Navy, and I can’t do any more time at sea.”

			That last year of college I got my first taste of politics, winning an election to become the president of the Skidmore annex. The dean was less than thrilled with the results—I wasn’t the best student he’d ever met—and he ordered a rerun of the election. I won again, and the dean gave up. The fighting in Korea seemed to be raging on a distant planet in May when I graduated with a degree in business administration, but it got a lot closer by August when the Army drafted me. I reported to Fort Devens in Massachusetts for processing, and while I was there a letter was forwarded to me from the Navy with instructions to report to Newport, Rhode Island, for my officer training. Never has writing a response given me such pleasure: On the bottom of the Navy’s letter, I wrote: “I’m sorry, but I’m in the Army now.”

			I completed basic training at Camp Breckenridge, Kentucky. After five years of hauling ice, I was in better shape than a lot of the draftees and, thanks to my experience in the Boy Scouts, I actually enjoyed the training—pushing myself to the point of exhaustion during calisthenics, on marches and the obstacle course, and learning how to clean, fieldstrip, and fire an M-1 Garand. I was selected as an acting sergeant and discovered that many of the men who arrived with me took exception to my promotion. Their view was: “Who the hell died and made you king?”

			A number of the soldiers began to question my authority, and in my first encounter with New York City swagger, one big mouth busted my chops for a month when I led the platoon during training sessions. One morning, we were marching, and I ordered everyone to pick up the pace, and he refused. I told him to knock it off, which he interpreted as an invitation to tell me to go fuck myself in front of the other men and to explain, at length, the variety of methods he would employ to kick my ass.

			I invited him to meet me behind the barracks, where I learned that his mouth was faster than his fists. I hit him some nice combos, and then landed a right that knocked him against the barracks and through the window.

			The next morning, the company commander sent for the big mouth and asked him how he got hurt. He replied that he’d fallen down the stairs. Of course, the commander knew he was lying and summoned me.

			“What happened?” he asked me.

			“What did he tell you?” I replied.

			He told me, and I said, “I guess that’s what happened.”

			I could’ve wound up in the stockade, but the commander clearly didn’t want that to occur. He ordered us back to the barracks. I thanked the guy I’d hit for not squealing, and we shook hands. Later, he became one of my closer friends, and a much better soldier.

			By the time basic training ended, I’d taken a test to be an officer and did well enough to get my name on the list. While I waited, I was in a maintenance platoon, and after a couple of months, I went into the company commander’s office and asked if he’d heard anything about my starting at officer’s candidate school.

			He said, “There’s no telling. But you’re better off here than in Korea.”

			“Frankly, sir, I’d rather be in Korea.”

			Within days, I received my orders, and I was glad to be on my way. Then I realized we’d be traveling by ship. That tempered my excitement.

			We flew to California, boarded the troop transports, and set sail, passing through one of the worst hurricanes ever recorded. This is pure speculation, but it is possible that I might belong in the Guinness Book of Records for consecutive hours spent on my knees throwing up. I had no shortage of company in the head, which was backed up and overflowed with waste that formed a foul-smelling lake around us. Except for the nausea, the retching, and the pain in my empty stomach, my recall of the crossing is as hazy as a fever dream. We docked in Yokohama, Japan, and after the weather cleared, we continued on to Korea.

			***

			My first memory, as the ship entered the harbor at Pusan, was an odor of raw sewage so strong I began breathing through my mouth. We were herded onto a train, and by nightfall we were stuck in a tunnel. It was pitch black and we were nervous, listening to the boom of artillery. We didn’t know why we had stopped. Were we being attacked? Smoke filled the tunnel and came through the open windows. It was a while before we figured out that it was coal smoke from the train. Then we were moving again, out through the night, with flashes of artillery, like heat lightning, in the distance. We got off the train, coated from head to toe with coal dust, and jumped onto trucks that ferried us to Camp Casey.
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