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			“Far better it is to dare mighty things, 
to win glorious triumphs, 
even though checkered by failure, 
than to take rank with those poor spirits 
who neither enjoy much nor suffer much, 
because they live in the gray twilight 
that knows not victory or defeat.”1

			—Theodore Roosevelt
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			Foreword


			For all his polarizing rhetoric in the run-up to Election Day 2016 and beyond, President Donald Trump hit at least one nail squarely on the head: Our country really is a disaster in need of recovery. Regardless of our disparate political leanings, the majority of Americans simply know in our bones that we’re in real trouble. The mandate Americans gave Trump highlights the crises that are threatening to break us economically, politically, spiritually, and literally if we don’t start immediately improving our infrastructure, solidifying our social fabric, and surgically restoring the ideological and cultural vertebrae of our nation’s spine, which has kept us standing for two and a half centuries despite a lot of hard hits.

			Sure, we’ve undergone tough times before, but today an unprecedented barrage of calamities has coalesced into the perfect storm, a megadisaster that will either swamp us once and for all or offer an opportunity for us to re-engineer and rebuild from the ground up. I believe we will succeed.

			We have to.

			But while some things are working better than ever in America today, business as usual—especially over the past couple of decades—is killing us. A lot of people expect opportunities to fall into their laps. When that doesn’t happen, the only thing they’re not too lazy to do about it is complain. Sure, they’ll take to social media, they’ll block traffic and break windows, they’ll demonstrate on our highways and in our subway stations. Those with means might donate to their favorite agitators. Of course, they’ll act surprised when nothing really changes.

			At the same time, we’ve got politicians who are models of inaction, blathering a bunch of hot air to help their re-election bids and nothing more, selling out the very people whose votes they depend on. We even suffer some of the business community’s adding fuel to the fire when it refuses to accept having to pay its fair share for the resources it uses. We have executives who will destroy a company to make short-term profits and leave a complete mess for the next guy to clean up. Not only is it dysfunctional and dishonest, it’s just bad business.

			So the question we have to ask is: what do we tackle first in the inner cities? The national debt? Partisan politics? Race relations? Income inequality? How about that disintegrating infrastructure?

			Make no mistake. This moment marks the biggest existential threat we’ve faced since 9/11. Maybe even since the Civil War and the Great Depression. Our country needs complete re-engineering from foundation to roof. We need a plan—a prescription for massive national evolution, one step at a time.

			My friend and colleague Charles A. Gargano has a plan to do just that. In From the Ground Up, one of the country’s most accomplished civil engineers—the man principally responsible for the revival of New York following the terrorist catastrophe of September 11, 2001—outlines transformative instructions for massive national evolution, one step at a time. Using as a model the multifarious challenge of turning Ground Zero from a “pit and pile” into an international emblem of resurrection, Gargano proposes a series of incremental actions for us to take in order to salvage, rehabilitate, and rebuild a broken country, all within the framework of “re-engineering.”

			As a laborer, civic leader, fundraiser, politician, and professional engineer, Gargano is perfectly positioned to recommend in honest, plainspoken, and often controversial prose his revolutionary but relatively simple and sensible solutions to our crises. He shows us how to turn the disaster scene our country risks becoming into a beacon of brilliance for which we can once again feel pride and how to renew our role as true world trailblazers. Just as the “Freedom Tower” slowly rose from the ashes of Ground Zero despite near-impossible odds, our country too can rise again. This is the best plan I’ve seen yet to make that happen.

			As chairman and CEO of the Empire State Development Corporation, commissioner of the Department of Economic Development, and vice chairman of the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey during America’s darkest days and thorniest re-engineering project, Gargano was a classic inside man from day one. On the site, he and I watched the second plane hit. We met up with Mayor Rudolph Giuliani within minutes. Gargano was there during every stage of the rebuilding of lower Manhattan, orchestrating innovative developments as he had done for years with the successful revamping of 42nd Street, Harlem, and Niagara Falls, as well as many other projects that changed the face of the city and state of New York. He was there in all the meetings with me, Giuliani, developer Larry Silverstein, architects David Childs and Daniel Libeskind, and other top city, state, police, FBI, FEMA, and Port Authority officials. In short, Charles Gargano is one of only a handful of people who personally understand the intricate challenge of that undertaking and who had a hand in all of it.

			Because of this “in the trenches” experience, on top of his expertise as a political operative and major Republican donor/fundraiser, ambassador, community leader, and civil engineer, Gargano has become a pioneer and thought leader in the specialized field of re-engineering. Re-engineering is the only way to capitalize on our strengths and fix brick by brick, from the ground up, a system at risk of becoming ruins. Gargano has a reputation for turning rubble into gold.

			The presence of One World Trade Center, the tallest structure in the Western Hemisphere, is no accident. It represents no less than an epochal and triumphal event, defiant and life-affirming, a signature moment of grace in the tortured early history of the twenty-first century. It was never going to be easy. Using each major lesson learned during the decade-plus of rebuilding the 9/11 site—each achievement and setback—From the Ground Up offers Americans for the first time a comprehensive, practical, and inspiring plan for re-engineering the entire country.

			It’s about time.

			 

			—Governor George E. Pataki

			November 2018

		


		
			Introduction: 
Recall and Analyze

			The Greatest Generation

			I hate to sound like an older man, but I often long for the “good old days.” In thirty seconds, I can tell you why. Not because I miss “Pee Wee” Reese and Jackie Robinson, John Wayne, Ed Sullivan, and Frank Sinatra, though I do. No, it’s because in the ’40s, the Greatest Generation punched the Nazis right in the nose. In the ’50s, Eisenhower stretched a gleaming interstate highway system forty-two thousand miles from sea to shining sea. In the ’60s, young JFK promised we would launch humans to the moon, and, astoundingly, before the ’70s began, humanity took that giant leap into a new and thrilling era.

			At the turn of the nineteenth century, my own grandfather, an immigrant from Sant’Angelo dei Lombardi in the Avellino province of southern Italy, stepped anxiously along with millions of other émigrés from Italy, Ireland, Asia, and Eastern Europe through the gateway of a red brick castle on Ellis Island. Destitute, hopeful, hardworking, and ambitious, these people would design and build all the bridges, tunnels, subways, and skyscrapers that still define my city—America’s city—New York.

			Your city, too.

			As a people, we’re no strangers to such Herculean engineering projects. Starting centuries ago, we laid out the rails—more than a hundred billion pounds of steel—for train travel. From east to west, city after city rose from the desolate and unforgiving landscape—Boston, Pittsburgh, Indianapolis, Chicago, Kansas City, Denver, San Francisco, and everywhere in between. Towering dams. Half a million miles of electrical transmission lines. Immense aqueducts, “water tunnels,” like the one in New York with a storage capacity of 550 billion gallons. That one system delivers 1.2 billion gallons of fresh water daily, 95 percent of it progressing by gravity alone1—technology perfected in the Assyrian empire in the ninth century BCE.2

			It took true grit, vision, and ingenuity to undertake such monumental tasks. The same “right stuff” required by Frederick Law Olmsted when he looked at swampland in the middle of Manhattan and built, from the ground up, an eight-hundred-acre idyllic retreat—America’s most visited urban park—for the public’s health and recreation. Without the respite I have felt there, there were days—especially in the fall of 2001—I might have gone crazy. The same “right stuff” that appeared again in 1968, when the builders of the first World Trade Center (WTC) site had to figure out what to do with the 1.2 million cubic yards of rock and dirt they’d excavated for the foundation. Should they just heap all that crap into the harbor, or jam up local landfills?

			Instead, in concert with David Rockefeller’s urban renewal mission, they conceived the idea of using all that fill material to expand the Manhattan shoreline across West Street to enlarge the city itself. That’s how Battery Park City, a seven-hundred-foot, six-block, ninety-two-acre add-on, arose as though straight out of the Hudson. As an ancillary benefit of building the world’s tallest towers at the time, we created all that housing space. We also built the bucolic 1.2-mile riverfront esplanade and more than thirty acres of new parkland for guys like me to admire on tumultuous days.

			And speaking of which, more recently, we found ourselves having to reconstruct much of the downtown of America’s biggest and most recognizable city after terrorists annihilated its heart in one unimaginable attack. That’s where I come in, but more on that later.

			Suffice it to say it took the vision of the nation to make that happen. Consider again that audacious “moon shot.” Or Edison’s and Tesla’s competing wonders of modernity. Imagine what it must have been like for the citizens of Cleveland, Ohio or Wabash, Indiana, to see their cities “lit like midday” by electric arc lights in the 1880s. Or how about watching the Roebling couple’s masterpiece erected between Manhattan and Brooklyn, over which 120,000 cars pass now every day? On top of which, if you look carefully as I do, you’ll see peregrine 
falcons nesting.

			Somebody had to dream these things, necessity often being the mother of invention. Only then could the likes of Washington Roebling and his wife, Emily—the first female field engineer—start building caissons and stringing cable. Only then could we band together, roll up our sleeves, and get to work under skillful leadership. We had to gather the facts, truly understand the problem. We had to take the long view like those falcons get when they wheel above the city. We had to triage our projects, not get mired in the trivial. Along the way, we had to overcome obstacles and let criticism roll off our backs—or understand that our detractors were right after all, and we had to return to the drawing board having learned from our mistakes. We had to adapt to unforeseen glitches in our plans. We had to compromise.

			We Americans might be distinctly talented and proficient in these areas. We were “Jersey Strong” after Superstorm Sandy. “Boston Strong” after the marathon bombings. New Orleans’s recovery from Hurricane Katrina’s devastation, albeit slow and imperfect, took the combined strength of a truly united nation to pick up the pieces and start again—and we learned the hard way that we can’t always rely on our leaders to direct us. We’re so good at rebuilding after utter destruction that we’ve even done it for our former enemies, in Japan and Germany, and, of late, in Iraq and Afghanistan.

			How did we accomplish all these miracles of leading-edge engineering, despite the overwhelming odds? Mere elbow grease and the right tools in our belts? Trial and error? Confidence, in both senses of the word? Faith? Fearlessness in the face of risk? A service mentality? Sure, all those things were vital. But they weren’t the main thing. No, we could never have soared to the heights and tunneled straight through every obstruction had we lacked a common vision, a shared mission. Vision and leadership plus determination and know-how—the right team following a sensible and well-articulated plan—allow us all to realize the American Dream.

			How else can you explain how a thirteen-by-two-mile island of bedrock and wildlife sold for a song to colonists by the Lenape Native American tribe evolved into the country’s biggest city by far? Brooklyn alone—my hometown—if split from the other boroughs would still be the fourth largest city in America. Now put New York into the pot with all the other big cities and little towns in the four thousand miles between Miami, Florida, and North Pole, Alaska. In a mere nine generations, we grew from three million to more than three hundred million. Along the way we evolved from scrappy tenants to commanders of the freest, richest, and most technologically advanced nation that has ever existed.

			This didn’t just “happen.” It happened because we believed it could happen, and we backed up our belief with discipline, chutzpah, and the American work ethic. And we had leaders who laid out plans and sold them persuasively to the public. Guys like Eisenhower, Reagan, and Pataki. Or let’s go back further to the founding fathers. Talk about vision, leadership, and audacity. They really saw us this far ahead, at our best.

			And Now for the Bad News

			Despite our former glory, we’re in real trouble today. Sure, some important aspects of our lives have improved dramatically over the past half century: life spans, working conditions, and civil rights, to name just a few. We still build huge, iconic buildings like 30 Park Place and 10 Hudson Yards. We innovate and dominate in tech. We’re still the envy of the world in many ways.

			But what if we honestly inventory the magnificent feats we’ve achieved in the distant and recent past and contrast them with our current state? We find our country is, in fact, a relative disaster, just like the man says. Anyone who lands at LaGuardia or one of America’s other “third-world” airports or drives to the Bronx from JFK airport knows this intuitively (thank God and our government that both airports are under renovation). Anyone who watches ten minutes of cable news knows we’re buried up to our necks in acrimony and meanness, and many of our leaders have lost their way—unless it’s the way to the bank vault or federal prison. Anyone who tries to get on a plane in a hurry, obtain a contractor’s license or a building permit, or get untangled from other sticky red tape knows we’ve got too much government—and it’s focused on all the wrong things.

			Anyone is you. Anyone is me. We both know that, on the whole, our health care and education systems are straggling like a two-legged puppy on a greyhound track. Our health care efficiency ranks in the bottom tenth of nations,3 and kids in half the countries of the world lead ours in math, reading, and science.4 Since when are we okay hanging out in the middle of the pack? Especially when we both know we’re under attack for our “exceptionalism.” Chances are diminished for us locally, yes, but we haven’t seen the last of terror arising on alien shores, nor of subversive agitation born and raised in our own heartland. Maybe worst of all, we can’t go to the mall, take our kids to the park, or even turn on the TV without witnessing daily the exponential erosion of our traditional values. It doesn’t help the situation—our standing, our direction—when at the top we find a man like Donald J. Trump.

			So our physical infrastructure and social, cultural, and political stability are all badly in need of buttressing—or a gut renovation. The vast majority of us agree the country’s headed in the wrong direction. 5We’re right, and admitting the problem is the first step in overcoming it. But it’s just the first step. We have to re-engineer the whole country from the ground up—its social fabric, its economy, its politics, and its physical plant. That’s what this book is about.

			The good news is there is good news, points of light shining through the darkness. You are the lightkeeper. The architect of our future. You’re the engineer, the builder, and the end user. You’re the foreperson. The steward. The cure.

			Look, I know that all sounds grandiose. You might be feeling bleak and frustrated and ready to turn in your key, curl up in a corner. But ask yourself what attracted you to this book. Maybe you’re not quite ready to count out the extraordinary progress we’ve made and will continue to make if we stay positive and reorient our ways where it’s obvious we’ve gone astray. The truth is, you will not be able to count on a single other human to even start this project, much less finish it. The only person you absolutely know can get a grip on this off-course country and help steer it true is you.

			I want to help, and I’ve got some hard-won experience that ought to come in handy. I ask you to lend me your trust for a little while. I promise I won’t waste your time.

			The Pit and the Phoenix

			So how do we really rise? Where the hell do we start this national re-engineering project? I get it. It’s intimidating. Collectively, we’ve got a list of, say, a dozen or so major calamities occurring simultaneously, including a broken body politic, a cultural calamity, lagging leadership, a disintegrating infrastructure, and a lack of funds to execute any truly big ideas. And we can’t just blame the government—we, the people, are responsible. We have some work to do, too. We’re rude to each other, often uncaring. We steal from our own brothers and sisters. We allow sloppiness to pollute our environment. Some of us demonstrate unpatriotic ideas and actions daily.

			So how are we supposed to triage those problems, prioritize them in order of importance and worthiness of our time, money, and human resources? And how exactly do we get to work once we have prioritized? Don’t we have to bulldoze a lot of crap away before we uncover solid ground upon which to rebuild? Finally, what meaningful part can any individual play in soothing our nasty national wounds?

			Surely deciding all that based on our own party’s ideology has not worked so far. Basically, we’re frozen by the knowledge that things are getting worse. Look around. Nobody’s minding the store. No, I’m not a pessimist by nature. I’m a realist. There’s no room for Pollyannas on our planning board, nor do we want Debbie Downers at the table. We have to first believe we can pull ourselves out of these doldrums. Then we have to act—and act fast—to untangle the knottiest of these problems, to begin to debride and heal the worst of our festering lesions.

			So what if there were a model out there, an example of how we came together to resolve some massive challenge in relatively short order? It would have to be really big. And preferably contemporary. It would have to provide a paradigm for all the steps needed to solve major difficulties. Basically, we’d need the exemplar instance of converting rubble into gold, of turning a pit and pile into an emblem of accomplishment against impossible odds. We’d need evidence that we can move mountains—because we literally have.

			Such an example towers over our most populous and visited city. After September 11, 2001, we managed, albeit often contentiously and never without struggle, to rebuild on holy ground an icon not only of survival but of triumph. Of freedom. As the governor says in his foreword, I was there every step of the way. I don’t recount that fact out of any sense of pride. I wish to God I never had to do all that. I wish those assholes who attacked us had never been born.

			No, I tell you this because, since that time, I’ve thought long and hard about the intense process we went through to turn a mark of victimhood into a symbol of prosperity and defiance. If you’ll allow an old man a modicum of pride, it could have been my greatest legacy to have served on the team that saw that new tower finally, boldly erected. But ever since the first blush of excitement died down after I saw the 1,776-foot emblem of our success opened to the public on November 3, 2014, something has nagged at me.

			I’ve thought about that rebuilding. I’ve thought about all our hopes tempered by grave disappointments, all the serpentine roads we had to travel, and all the collateral damage—especially in human terms.

			And I’ve finally realized that what has been bugging me is this: we’re not done yet re-engineering.

			I’m in my early eighties. Most of my contemporaries have long since retired. They’re on golf courses and beaches, enjoying the fruits of their considerable labors. I wish I could rest, spend more time with my grandkids, maybe travel more.

			But I can’t.

			I can’t because I keep thinking about all the metaphorical—and sometimes literal—Ground Zeros still in need of cleanup. I believe the exploit that began on September 11, 2001 and ended more than a decade later provides the very template for solving the difficult problems threatening our survival as a nation.

			If we examine the steps we took and the lessons we learned turning Ground Zero into a beacon of hope and possibility, we can apply them to some of the grimmest challenges America has ever faced. Where we made mistakes in that project, we can learn and do better.

			You’ll notice that the governor and I have used the term “re-engineering” several times already. Let me explain what we mean. To overcome our problems, we’ll need to hone more than our rethinking, retooling, and rebuilding skills. A licensed professional engineer—the role I studied and practiced for the past sixty years as a career—devises, develops, and sustains all the movable parts in a major project, both individually and holistically. A momentous engineering project requires fact-gathering, solid leadership, hierarchy, prioritizing, collaboration, planning, nerve, adaptability, compromise, a thick skin, straight talk, execution, and, of course, fundraising.

			I contend there isn’t an obstacle we face politically, economically, socially, or structurally that we can’t lick by adopting this re-engineering model, as long as we thoroughly grasp each of those steps in some detail. And, naturally, as long as we really understand the nature of the problems we need to tackle.

			Take Stock

			Nothing prepared me for “the Pile” the governor and I inspected the late morning of September 11, 2001.

			A little after 9 a.m. that gorgeous Tuesday, Pataki and I had watched United Flight 175, a Boeing 757, slam into floors seventy-seven to eighty-five of the southern façade of 2 WTC, the South Tower, at 590 miles per hour. The Fire Department of New York (FDNY) had been coordinating the evacuation of both towers ordered by the police from my agency, the Port Authority.

			We were headed to the city’s emergency command center on the twenty-third floor of 7 WTC. It had been only seventeen minutes since terrorists used a Boeing 767, American Flight 11, as a 470-mile-per-hour missile to obliterate floors ninety-three to ninety-nine of the North Tower, 1 WTC.

			That one might have been an awful accident. But this second one—now it was war.

			A quick-thinking national ops manager for the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA)—his first day on the job—had already ordered a regional ground stop, and a few minutes later, he took the unprecedented step of grounding all civilian aircraft in the United States. By 9:45 a.m., the FAA had shut down all U.S. airspace. Governor Pataki and I were whisked up to Gramercy Park to meet Mayor Giuliani at the thirteenth precinct on East 21st Street. Rudy and George both spoke with the president, who by that time was flying back to Washington on Air Force One from a speaking engagement at a school in Sarasota, Florida. He cautioned us that more attacks were expected.

			By that time, both towers had tumbled, the Pentagon had been savaged, and United flight 93 had gone down in a ball of flames into a field outside Shanksville, Pennsylvania. Tower 7 had suffered grievous injury by debris from Tower 1’s collapse, and ten floors on its lacerated west side were on fire. The water lines had been demolished by the Twins’ downfall. Left to nature and chemistry, the fires would either burn themselves out or consume the whole structure.

			In either case, structural steel is not supposed to literally melt. Before September 11, no building higher than fifteen stories had ever collapsed because of fire.6 Already that day, there had been two exceptions. Steel melts.

			There were nonstop reports of hijacked planes still whizzing toward American targets. The mayor ordered the evacuation of Lower Manhattan at around 11:00 a.m., and he headed to the site on foot. I hunkered down the rest of the day with the governor, coordinating and receiving stunning, unimaginable reports on loss of life, site damage, and the state of the nation. People reported seeing the towers burning from fifty miles upstate. The look on the faces of the officers and police officers as they entered our command center from the disaster scene jarred me in a way I’d never experienced. It was all I could do to focus on my job, but focus we all did. By 12:10 p.m., U.S. airspace had been cleared of all four thousand civilian aircraft that had taken off that morning, and everyone felt a little safer.

			A little.

			Later that day, Pataki and I re-entered the site. That’s when what was left of Tower 7—home of the Secret Service, the CIA, and our own Office of Emergency Management (OEM)—fell, fully engulfed in fire. It was 5:20 p.m. Even as I watched that forty-seven-story building collapse, I was remotely aware that the moment would be relegated to a mere footnote in the story of that day. It’s amazing how quickly we humans can adapt on the fly and still rise to the occasion. Or maybe it was just shock.

			In front of that burning nightmare were the remnants of what had once been the world’s tallest towers. Their combined 22o stories lay compacted and smoldering over sixteen acres, encased in a profuse storm of acrid dust—charred, pulverized, and carbonized concrete, glass, gypsum, and a toxic fusion of carcinogens and other poisons. There were hundreds of thousands of tons of debris, including 185,101 tons of steel. There were two vaporized passenger jets—only one complete jet engine would survive. And worst, of course, were what we assumed could be tens of thousands of victims, including hundreds of first responders. More than fifty thousand people worked in the Twin Towers.

			I agree with President George W. Bush that it looked like a war field. Some companies, like Cantor Fitzgerald, lost two-thirds of their workforces, and 2,753 families suffered an immeasurable, incalculable, inexcusable loss in less than two hours.

			The site was apocalyptic—terrifying, depressing, humbling, infuriating, and exceptionally intimidating to look at and walk upon. But within minutes of the collapse of the Twin Towers, firefighters, cops, military and government personnel, and citizen volunteers began risking their lives to comb through that wreckage for signs of life. They would work twenty-four hours a day for a week and pull only twenty survivors from the pile, including three of my own—two Port Authority police officers and one of my structural engineers. For 230 days thereafter, workers kept searching for body parts, finding and cataloguing nearly twenty thousand. They uncovered 291 intact bodies.7

			For the next decade and then some, it was hard to look at that space. From a distance, especially, such as looking down Sixth or Park Avenue, the absence of the towers strangled my heart, as it did for all New Yorkers and Americans. You could feel it palpably, like you had just had your two front teeth viciously kicked out. But close up, for the twenty months during which workers reduced that pile in five-pound buckets of debris at a time, it remained a dense, gnarled, seemingly impenetrable mess.

			The fires would rage for ninety-nine days. The reek of human flesh and toxins stung the back of the throat and choked the lungs in a way that perhaps only combat soldiers and the extremely unlucky had previously known. Many would suffer devastating health consequences years later, raising the death toll significantly and tragically.

			Taking stock of that site was soul-shattering. As vice chairman of the Port Authority as well as Pataki’s chairman and CEO of Economic Development, I considered it my mess. My first impression every time I stared down that site was, “All is lost.” I couldn’t help but feel that way—overwhelmed, stricken. Then that gloom of hopelessness always made way for pinpricks of light, like flashlights through the fog of a battlefield. One light was the support of our president—the light of patience, prudence, and resolve. Another was the light of the troops—official and unofficial—volunteering to risk their lives for others and for our country. When all those beams of light came together over the hours, days, weeks, months, and years, the mission was as clear as the weather that Tuesday. No one had to type it up in a memo or press releases: We had to clean up. We had to help families. We had to rebuild.

			But the sight of it all. The smell. The immensity. It twists the human soul still, the way those extreme forces warp steel beams. All is lost.

			Survey Says…

			I began my career in the mid to late ’50s as a site engineer, part of a four-man surveying team working for the city of New York, Brooklyn borough’s engineering department. We were developing Canarsie and Mill Basin, which were dumps at the time. My job was to operate the sensitive instruments. I had to take exact measurements of every inch of the sites to determine boundaries and assess the possibilities and limitations of the locations where the city planned to build—mostly schools. I took stock of the shape, contour, and other features of a site before any engineering or construction could take place.

			For instance, the plan for building a junior high school might call for clearing a certain area of trees and rocks, with the goal of saving X number of them for aesthetic, legislative, or counter-erosion purposes. I had to stake out sites with orange markers so the bulldozer operators would know what to clear and what to keep. I also had to be sure what was beneath that ground. The last thing you want when digging out tons of earth is to be surprised.

			So there I was, in my twenties, staking out the proposed layouts of buildings in New York City and on Long Island, as close to absolutely accurate as possible. That’s how the concrete workers would know where to pour the foundation so all the aboveground stuff would line up and not topple under its own weight. Then I staked the roads for the paving and curb work crews.

			Planning is everything. I learned that in engineering school at CUNY and Fairleigh Dickinson University where I received an MBA, and later during my master’s program in civil engineering at Manhattan College. But you can’t do any planning unless you know what you’re working with. You have to know your materials, tools, skills, and the conditions on the ground at your building site.

			I learned in the first two years about the strength of materials, physics, a lot of math, and so forth. Then I got into structures such as retaining walls, columns, and footings. I learned how to design and build them from the ground up, to hold a massive amount of weight on their shoulders. Eventually, I learned how to build bigger and more complex structures, and then to make them beautiful. But even at the start, the teachers stressed the importance of planning properly and calculating precisely.

			My son Larry studied architecture, and the foundations of that discipline are similar. They include the designing of structural steel; civil engineering of sewers and power grids; the designing of load-bearing, connecting beams based on the forces the spans can endure; and even disaster remediation—the basis for such computations are the same for architects, engineers, and builders. It doesn’t matter whether you want to build the tallest supertower in the country or rebuild the whole country from its footings on up.

			But none of it can ever see the light of day without a careful and correct site survey. The way you build a skyscraper in the sands of Dubai differs dramatically from the way you build on the banks of the Hudson River. And methods of cleaning up the consequences of 60,029,283 cubic feet of steel, glass, Sheetrock, office furniture, and human remains collapsing is different from the way you eradicate the results of, say, a tsunami.

			Why do I mention all this? Well, the same processes—surveying, designing, calculating, connecting, structuring—are all necessary for re-engineering and building your ideal life and our ideal country. What’s your location? Where are your boundaries? What are the features and restraints you have to work with? What are the weak links and bottlenecks of any previous incarnation or the ground itself on which you plan to build? Does the site need cleanup or other preparation before you start to redevelop? What’s the purpose of this project, whom will it serve, what will it look like, and how will it interact with its environment?

			Why those functions? Just a whim? Or is there some significant utility, a real need? How can you capitalize on the history, geography, culture, and natural resources of your site? All of that goes into designing, engineering, and building physical structures as well as human lives and nations.

			So let’s start our survey of America’s Re-Engineering Project. We’ll hark back to some lessons from Ground Zero and earlier in my surveying, engineering, political, and economic experiences. I guarantee you an exciting—if bumpy—ride.

			
		


		
			1


			Identify and Prioritize


			Get Real

			Impossible? Too hard? Too painful? Too controversial? Maybe just throw some tarps over the whole American jumble and sneak away whistling “Dixie,” pretending it’ll all work out? That’s tempting. And there’s good precedent for it. But history doesn’t favor those granted the opportunity to survey a situation but who look the other way. About thirty miles from my ancestral home in Italy, two thousand Pompeiians lost their lives in 79 CE because they wined and dined and went about their days ignoring the obvious “rumblings” of Vesuvius. The Gulf of Naples literally boiled before them, their wells dried up, and millions of Roman rats decamped for parts south—and the citizens ate their dates and honey. History lies littered with the fossils of civilizations that perished in an instant of inattention—or after years or even centuries of obvious decay that no one took seriously enough, that no one felt personally responsible for.

			Two thousand years later, it took the American Allies far too long to get into World War II—and, in fact, several red flags waved in front of our complacent faces before Pearl Harbor. But imagine if we hadn’t gone at all and just hoped the world would sort itself out on its own. Why on earth would we commit our precious blood? All the evidence showed that Hitler and his blitzkrieg buddies aimed to dominate the world from their exponentially expanding Axis lands. Japan invaded China. The Nazis overran Poland. Then a major morning strike caught us unawares on our own soil.

			But of course we had to respond. Millions of men and women considered it not only their national duty but their personal responsibility. They knew what they were facing, and they went anyway. The point is, a survey requires a few key things, not the least of which are open eyes, courage, and honesty. But it all comes down to people’s own sense of accountability. Even against the odds, you can empower yourself to believe that your attitudes and actions can make a difference in the big picture. They can.

			Let’s get to work.

			The Big Ten

			Let’s conduct a survey of our country’s biggest problems. Let’s look at our national “Pile.” We have to know the current conditions before we can contemplate re-engineering. Maybe your list includes some items different than mine. That’s what makes our country the diverse place it is. But I expect there will be lots of overlap. These are in no particular order.

			Critical Infrastructure

			It’s aging—in many cases, obsolete—unmaintained, and inefficient. Commuters on the FDR/Harlem River Drive feel this fact jarring their spine. Did you know that Americans take more than two hundred million trips daily across deficient bridges in the nation’s 102 largest metropolitan regions?1 If you’re unfortunate enough to live in Flint, Michigan (or one of the hundreds of other localities with dangerous drinking water), you can taste our disintegrating infrastructure. If your life and livelihood depend on the efficacy of one of our one hundred thousand miles of levees, you’ll remember the Ninth Ward catastrophe of 2005 and forever sleep with one eye open.

			The evidence of the decline we let happen surrounds us. Recently I drove to a meeting at George Pataki’s office on Sixth Avenue from my summer house in Bridgehampton on Long Island. Needless to say, this is no longer the pleasant drive my parents used to take with us kids—my brother Frank, my sister Connie, and me—in the ’40s. Back then, the South Shore neighborhood where we spent our vacations still had mom-and-pop stores, dirt roads, and cows.

			First, without traffic—or in a driverless car!—this modern-day trip to Pataki’s office should have taken two hours. But who remembers what this strange thing called “without traffic” means? The drive took twice that long on the choked Long Island Expressway. There’s an old joke that if a groundhog farts in the granny lane of the LIE, a three-hour shutdown will surely ensue, attended by all manner of state and county agencies, on our dime. That day, I passed two emergency pothole repair crews and two people with obvious tire problems from potholes the size of the Grand Canyon.

			Is it any wonder that commuting to work ranks as the least pleasant daily activity the average person experiences? It’s one of the major reasons road rage is on the rise. Eighty percent of us confess to expressing it within the past year—and that number is growing.2 The other 20 percent are full of shit. Americans sit in traffic for a combined eight billion hours a year. That’s nearly a million years. A million years of productivity, family time, and leisure time choked by diesel. In our ten most congested cities—you know who you are!—individual commuters spend up to two full workweeks in gridlock every year.3 The cities experiencing the greatest growth experience the worst traffic. The more traffic, the greater the abuse of the infrastructure.4

			In 2015, Congress passed a $305-billion five-year highway and transit bill. That might sound like a lot of money, but it falls far short of the amount needed to bring our highways, bridges, and tunnels up to speed. In one recent year, the U.S. spent $228 billion on transportation and transportation safety.5 But we suffer an $836 billion backlog of repairs and improvements to our roads and bridges. We need a further $90 billion to clear the logjam of public transportation systems, according to the Federal Highway Administration (FHA).6 That doesn’t include building new roads to ease traffic, or updating the sewers and canals running beneath the roads to twenty-first-century standards.

			Total government spending on infrastructure is at a thirty-year low just when we need it most.7 Now our president plans to raise military spending by 10 percent. Where do you think that money’s going to come from? Trump’s plan to parley $200 billion in federal money into $1.5 trillion for reviving America’s infrastructure (by leveraging tax dollars and private investment)8 is a fantastic start, but just a start. Is it really feasible to raise those funds? And how exactly will they be distributed? Although both major political parties have failed us here, the Republicans have historically been less likely to fund infrastructure projects—for reasons that entirely escape me.

			Contrast this to the gleaming highways in the Persian Gulf’s richest economies—you get the feeling they’re paved with gold. And they are—black gold. Anyone who has traveled recently to Dubai, Abu Dhabi, Beijing, or the new “Asian Tigers”—Vietnam, Indonesia, and the Philippines—has stood in the shadows of a thousand cranes. In every year of late, more skyscrapers (buildings over sixty stories) have been built across the globe than during the previous year. Last year, 128 such buildings were completed, an almost 500 percent increase over those built in the year 2000. But 90 percent of those buildings were built in Asia and the Middle East. Only 6 percent—seven buildings!—are within North American boundaries.9 Witnessing the flourishing of far-off China and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) helps you understand in your marrow that these foreign booms in construction and development must be what it was like for us—for men like my father and women like Gertrude Comfort Morrow—when we designed and put up the Empire State Building, the Golden Gate Bridge, or the Grand Coulee Dam.

			Sure, there’s the rare place like New York City that never rests—always new buildings going up, always old ones coming down. But there are still places in New York, and in many other once great American cities, like Detroit, Michigan, and Gary, Indiana, where you get a terrible feeling of loss lurking over the derelict skyline, the boarded-up stores, and the abandoned homes. It feels almost as though our time has passed—a terrifying and sad thought—and we’re gagging on the dust left by those people and places overseas that have overtaken us. We cannot allow that pessimism to creep any further into our country. When we’re knocked down, we Americans don’t stay down—we rise.

			Back to my bumpy ride through the city. A couple of miles from the Queens Midtown Tunnel, a guy in a BMW cut off a cable truck, and I was not at all surprised when the truck driver expressed his displeasure with a highway salute consisting of a fist and certain finger—“the bird.” That’s an example of the unfortunate rudeness and lack of consideration for each other that we’ve gotten regrettably used to. It now appears to have gotten the presidential seal of approval. You know what, though? It doesn’t provide a relief valve for our stress; it only piles it up all around us like so much concrete.

			What happened next, though, floored me. These guys both rolled down their windows and launched tirades at each other. It started with the usual, “Who taught you how to drive—Helen Keller?” Then it rapidly degenerated to barbs about the other’s perceived politics. And finally, of course, to race. It was a little microcosm of what’s happening in America today.

			When the fight calmed down, I sat staring at 1 WTC in the hazy distance. Given our differences, how the hell did we ever pull that off? Despite the metaphorical and occasionally literal fingers we flipped each other—despite the sometimes knock-down, drag-out fights over nearly every hairsplitting aspect of that building—we somehow managed to work together to make a phoenix rise out of the ashes of the worst modern tragedy we Americans have suffered. As Governor Pataki says, the tallest structure in the Western Hemisphere is no accident. All around this great city there are earlier monuments that were erected against impossible odds and built at enormous sacrifice. What do these projects have in common? What lessons can we use to re-engineer a country left to crumble?

			It was my job to re-engineer Lower Manhattan after the devastation in September 2001. It couldn’t have been more arduous or time-consuming, more maddening and at times inefficient. And it couldn’t have been more imperative.

			Today, we have to face the facts of our collapsing physical environment just like we did that day when we saw massive wreckage of the buildings, streets, sewers, tunnels, subways, electric grid, and other utilities. Business, industry, livelihoods, health, psychological well-being, safety and security, travel and tourism, transportation, storage, waste, entertainment, public services, religion, the entire micro- and macroeconomy—all of that and much more was on the line in September 2001, in the nucleus of the nation’s most populous and commercially critical city.

			Today, we see the global “electrons” that revolve around that nucleus—everything from the collapse of the Swiss national airline to a dramatic increase in fungi and crop-wrecking insects in our heartland. It’s all connected in an intricate web. Burying our heads in the rubble like an ostrich should never have been an option. Yet we do that daily rather than confront the fragments of an inoperative America.

			When I talk about the deteriorating physical infrastructure in America, I think of its separate parts—the crumbling roads, the aging sewers, the failing bridges, the polluted waterways, and all their less perceptible correlations in our national health—as being like little viral “deconstruction workers.” The integrity of each part depends upon all the others, and each affects the whole.

			With the right kind of force in just the wrong place—or with enough growth—comes the inevitable tipping point. The whole interrelated system can come toppling down. Remember Katrina. In a couple of hours, a predictable natural disaster totally crippled a major city. But what happened in the next few days provides a stark warning about how close we live to the edge of complete societal breakdown.

			Let’s for the moment forget external terrorists, terrible threat though they might be. Some of the greatest potential dangers we might soon face are right beneath our feet. All we need to do to ensure that the maximum disaster befalls us is to sit around and do nothing at all. Let’s not wait for the emergency but tackle the crisis while we have some semblance of a grip. Now is the time to fix what we know is broken. If America is capable of successfully building the kinds of pipelines, buildings, and neighborhoods I had the privilege to work on, it is certainly capable of keeping its infrastructure safe and functional. Where there’s a will, there’s a way. We just need to vocalize the will from the ground up and get our leaders to hear it and act on it from the top down.

			There are hundreds of thousands of workers trained to do the hard work of rebuilding and improving these resources—they simply need marching orders and the right leadership to make it work. Imagine what kinds of marvels would be possible today with all the latest technologies at their disposal! We know where practically all the hitches and glitches lie—the government pays engineers to assess and reassess our infrastructure problems all the time—so all we’re missing is the collective will and leadership to do anything about it.

			Partisan Rancor and Infighting

			We are a house divided. And you know what Lincoln said about that: we cannot stand it much longer. We relish fleeting moments of unity, glimmers of what could be—or what we nostalgically think we remember—on rare occasions. Occasions such as today when I write this, after a nutjob shot up a congressional baseball training practice for a charity game.

			The events of September 11, 2001 truly devastated us, but on the other side of the coin, that tragedy—like others, such as Pearl Harbor—brought us together. Yes, it might have been short-lived, but it was real. I’ll never forget seeing George W. Bush address us through a bullhorn at the Pile. He spoke both as one of us and as our leader. I’ll never forget seeing 150 lawmakers from both parties locking arms and singing “God Bless America” on the east steps of the Capitol that evening, embodying our resolve.

			I don’t reference either of our darkest hours glibly. We truly haven’t seen our nation this polarized since the Civil War—and we’ve rarely experienced even the transitory concord we saw in the days after 9/11. Nowadays, voters and leaders from both wings “don’t just disagree about the right way to reform health care or the true intentions of President Trump. Many despise each other, and to a degree that political scientists and pollsters say has gotten significantly worse over the last 50 years.” 10Surely that doesn’t surprise anyone sentient and plugged in.

			Nearly 150 years after the War Between the States we’re still bearing the scars, still suffering a violent, long-simmering rift in our fundamental beliefs. The chasm grows wider every day. I have a prescription for this malady, one based not on sentimental fluff but on a resurgence of the mission and values that circumstances forced us to mobilize on a cloudless autumn morning sixteen years ago.

			Greed, Graft, and Petty Politics

			This rift down the middle of our nation does not really derive from specific ideological party distinctions. Sometimes it’s just raw animosity and resentment. But I’d argue that, more often than not, its genesis is the root of all evil: the love of money.

			Power and money are twins when it comes to politics. I recall getting just as much guff from my friend David Dinkins, Democratic mayor of New York City in the early ’90s, as I got later from Republican mayor Giuliani from ’94 to 2001. I’m talking about trying to spearhead neighborhood renaissances like the one Pataki and I agreed on for the dilapidated streets of once thriving inland Coney Island. Such places in the city were dangerous to life and limb, bleeding money, and hideous-looking. But some politicians refused to listen to reasonable ideas for redevelopment in partnership with the private sector. Why? An ungenerous critic would blame sweetheart deals. A more charitable criticism would point to intractability and the personalization of issues and plans. An idea was often argued not on its merits but on who would get their names on plaques.

			Take the madcap concept of building a Minor League ball field in the center of Coney Island. That “improvement” did not increase the value of the surrounding area, a “shabby ghost” of its former self.11 It didn’t increase business for the straggling merchants in the otherwise abandoned neighborhood—it certainly didn’t bring new business in, nor new residential developments. Not only that, but it didn’t actually serve the local community at all. I love baseball. I’m a Dodgers fan from way back (“Dem Bums”). But that neighborhood needed real growth, youth services, and a future—not a botched resurrection of the past. It’s not just that Giuliani misread the borough. It’s that he hammered the project through just so he could say he brought baseball back to Brooklyn. Ha! That’s the dark side of vision. It’s called megalomania. We’ve got it in spades at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue now.

			Smart, well-meaning civic leaders can disagree as long as none of the parties has a hidden or personal agenda. So when Hillary says publicly she stands with all Americans but is really just after the minority vote, and Trump says the same but would sell civilians down the river for the sake of courting big business, there’s a disconnect.

			When the hidden agenda is pocket-lining, you get an even more sinister situation. I’ll introduce you later to former Democratic New York state assembly speaker Sheldon Silver and real estate developer Larry Silverstein—two embarrassing examples of naked greed and self-indulgence related to the 9/11 rebuild. It’s partly comical in the extreme and partly exasperating that some among this lot have attempted to malign my reputation. Ultimately, I wear it like a badge of honor that Silver called me “the most corrupt member of this administration.”12 Through hard work and a little luck, I made a fortune in the private sector before I ever began civil service—I didn’t need to siphon off the government or a cash-poor city and state. That would be a stupid way to make a living.
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