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The actors are pretty small and venal. Their ideas are small, never transcending profit. In it, however, are the men elected to lead us and those who buy them. And in it, unhappily, are the processes and decisions that shape our city and our lives.


—Wayne Barrett article on Donald Trump published January 22, 1979







Get the list of looters. Particularly those who’ve pled.


—Wayne Barrett notes on article about Sam Wright, 1978















EDITOR’S NOTE



We Deserve Better


Eileen Markey


WAYNE BARRETT didn’t report a word on the Trump administration. He died the night before the 45th president took office. But as the many scandals of the Trump presidency began to unfold, Barrett’s foundational reporting on the New York City real estate developer was cited almost ritually, Barrett inevitably identified as “legendary investigative reporter Wayne Barrett.” His family, friends, and colleagues thought readers should have access to some of that reporting. This book is the result.


Barrett wrote in the Village Voice nearly every week for the better part of four decades, a steady accretion of knowledge silting up into hundreds of thousands of column inches. Collected here are just a few of those articles, accompanied by reflections from journalists who shared and continue his work. I’ve tried to select pieces that in their totality illustrate something of his craft and tell stories worth remembering at this long distance. The articles republished here have, in a few cases, been very lightly edited to facilitate publication in book format. Some pieces have been edited for space. Portions that have been elided are marked with ***. Where an insertion has been made to enhance clarity, the added words are in {}. Inevitably, most of what Barrett wrote, indeed entire mayoral administrations, are left out. The pieces included reveal the antecedents that shaped our present and the methods of a dogged reporter whose stock in trade was never conjecture or polemic but a relentless deluge of fact. Wayne Barrett believed in facts.


He did not, I’m fairly certain, believe in ghosts. His mind was clear and rational. But pulling together this volume plunged me into a New York crowded with ghosts of a different city, of a country we sold, of a robust journalism stacked now in microfilm drawers. I took on this project at the request of Fran Barrett, Wayne’s wife, because I wanted to make sure we didn’t forget. I wanted to save something, the way you grab a photo from a burning building so you can remember what you had. It’s not only about the past; memory is about the future, too, and what might yet be possible.


My research began with a visit to the vestigial offices of the Village Voice. The Voice, like so many American newspapers, died a few years ago. But a remnant remains, two men in an office that once housed a crowd of unruly journalists, working like medieval monks to preserve the knowledge the Voice created. I walked up the wooden staircase (the elevator was out) to the seventh floor. Jazz was blasting. On the fire door was taped a page from the paper, circa 1985: a Jules Feiffer cartoon about a distracted media and Donald Trump, and a letter to the editor by a crooked Bronx pol complaining about Wayne Barrett.


To prepare this book, I was consumed with digging, first in the card catalogue that stands in a glass-doored alcove of the nearly empty Voice office and holds more cryptic secrets than the Sphinx, then in bound volumes of the paper, and finally in the special collections at the Briscoe Center for American History at the University of Texas at Austin, where the pages that once filled the narrow office on the second floor of Barrett’s Brooklyn rowhouse and sprawled into his basement now reside, neatly sorted. I amused myself with thoughts of Barrett, in his terrible tank top and dad jeans, blinking in the shadowless Texas sun, folder under his arm, loping walk, taller than you thought, laser-focused and eager. It would be more fitting for the records to be in some corner of Brooklyn where people still talk out of the corner of their mouths or in a ratty municipal archive. But no. In Texas there are 294 boxes of New York’s history. They are what Wayne Barrett knew (at least what he wrote down. A library died with him).


Like a hundred other people between the early 1980s and 2016, I was a Wayne Barrett intern. He taught us all to dig. He taught us that the facts were knowable, could be acquired. That they were written down and filed somewhere. That facts steadfastly accumulated could reveal what was hidden and be agents of justice. That to be a journalist was to be an honorable person, a detective for the people (not their enemy).


He was a notoriously tough boss, but also generous, sweet to his charges: buying us dinner, listening to our worries, coaching us, taking delight in our successes, offering visits to his beach house, checking in, connecting us to jobs, opening doors forever.


So, I went to Texas not knowing what I was looking for, just that I wanted to understand why this old print reporter mattered so very much to so many of us and how that was connected to what’s become of our country and our profession.


I sifted through the boxes, chasing his ghost, hoping to find the right clue. I wanted to understand what drove him, what made him so maniacal. Somewhere in here would be the answer to why he worked the way he did.


Mostly what I found were printouts of Nexis searches. Lawsuits and depositions and grand jury reports no one was supposed to see. Audits and voter registration cards, presentencing reports and Donald Trump’s real estate license. The vulnerability study for Rudy Giuliani’s 1993 mayoral campaign. Manila folders and yellow legal pads with lists scribbled on them.


This is how Barrett worked: a task list that begat like a Hebrew Testament genealogy, and findings. The findings would eventually coalesce into a fact pattern. And then you had a story.


The files revealed that while his method was famously document-driven, it relied significantly on the physical touch. He didn’t get what he learned from email queries to publicists; he got it from relationships built over years, source and confessor, a gruff voice on the phone and the man on your doorstep. He was willing to dig and notate payrolls and knock on doors of strangers and treat financial disclosure reports as beach reading to ferret out the truth. Almost none of it was online. He got it because he asked. And asked. And asked.


What I found in those boxes in the stony silence of the Briscoe Center library was the story of New York’s looting, a prelude to the nation’s. To read Barrett’s long ribbon of work is to realize that year by year he documented the post-fiscal-crisis takeover of the city, our transformation from citizens to distracted serfs. In folder after folder was written the grubby story of NYC at the end of the century, in the years New York went from a working city and a creative powerhouse to a time-share for billionaires. The crooks, the hacks, the pols that fill the early years of Barrett’s copy, they are picaresque nearly. You realize the guys who talked out of the side of their mouths at county dinners were just the front men. The ones who walked away with the bag money were the men in fine suits, gone home to abodes far above the city. Now they run for office and convince some of us they can save us.


Barrett began working as a reporter in 1970s New York. It’s an era emblazoned in public consciousness by images of gutted, burnt-out buildings, piles of refuse and disastrous-looking subway cars—shorthand for crime and ruin. But when the image of crime in 1970s New York is daguerreotyped into our memory, it should be this one: a group of white men in suits gathered around a fine conference table, divvying up the spoils and congratulating themselves on their good work. They laid the groundwork for the impossible city we now live in, determining that the gravest threat NYC faced was that too few millionaires felt comfortable in its environs. They repurposed the mechanisms built to relieve poverty and direct aid into neighborhoods starved by segregation instead into stimulus for the already rich. It was an organized looting.


With New York again facing acute financial uncertainty in the COVID-induced recession, and profiteers circling, ready to smash and grab, the lessons of Barrett’s work are urgently relevant.


In the restructured city, Donald Trump slimed up from the Queens sewer. The terrible truth held in those boxes in Texas is this: Donald Trump has 1,000 fathers, most of them respectable people. Most of them, it being New York, Democrats. Hugh Carey and Richard Ravitch. Mario Cuomo and Andrew. Ed Koch. The City Planning Commission and the Department of Taxation. Of course, Roy Cohn and Roger Stone. John Zuccotti (yes, fittingly, the Occupy Wall Street park is named for him). They were aware by 1979 of Donald Trump’s court-documented racism and corruption. It didn’t dissuade them from cutting him deals. There is nothing unusual or unique about Donald Trump. He’s the logical outgrowth of our abandonment of the public good, a monster of our own making. The old clubhouse machine transmogrified into the global money set. Barrett didn’t rant about this. But he did rage about it, painstakingly acquiring facts and marshaling them into column inches.


Barrett could document these crimes because he was securely employed. He was union-represented at a publication that each week fell with a thump on the mayor’s doorstep. And if he didn’t nab the offending party this week, he’d be back next week. As knowledge became a delta, he could stand on it and see, pull memory to inform the next story, link one scam to its cousin. He could report this way because his focus was local, particular and specific details built stories, one after the other.


The city and country were better when there were more reporters working this way. Barrett didn’t have to attract followers or cite metrics or consider shareability or even what the reader wanted. The reader wants food photos. But also, somehow, democracy.


The relationship between real journalism and healthy democracy is fairly straightforward. As America’s and New York’s news industry atrophied, poisoned by the same caprice that looted the city, readers distracted into digital entertainments that make oxygen for manipulation and propaganda, we became the type of country that could elect Donald Trump.


There is something about living under this president and in this distracted milieu only as big as our phones that has made us feel that the country is rotten and we must be too. That we got what we deserved.


Barrett thought differently.


On my last day in the archive I was deep in Barrett’s past, transported into his 1970s life in Brownsville, Brooklyn—he wrote poetry!—when I found the photos, notes, and draft for his first Village Voice feature. It was about a venal Brooklyn pol who eventually went to prison for turning the local school district into his personal bursary. Barrett and Fran had struggled beside black radicals to maintain local control of that district, to make it one that took the education of its children seriously. Sam Wright turned it into something grubby. Barrett’s ur–task list stretched in a dozen directions, toward lease records and bills for office furniture and the arrest reports for people who broke into stores during the blackout of 1977.


Brownsville in the late 1970s was devastatingly poor, stripped bare by redlining and racism, the fiscal crisis and hopelessness. People were working together in a dozen ways to try to make it better, and here was some politician thinking he could line his own pockets. This last box held the notes of a young man whose outrage was fresh.


What he learned in Brownsville fed a fierce clarity that would keep Barrett focused for 40 years. While he eventually moved out of the neighborhood, he never really left. Or at least it didn’t leave him. Most reporters with enough knowledge of inside politics to chronicle the tawdry business come to accept it as a game. They trade their outrage for cynicism. But Barrett, who knew where the bodies were buried and was fierce and difficult and prone to roaring, never shed his outrage—or his hope. He believed we deserved better. He thought we were entitled to honest leadership beholden to the common good. In our governance, in our journalism. In our expectation that it can be better. This is the photo I wanted to save from the burning building.


There in the last box, in Barrett’s tight, surprisingly loopy script, was a task particular to the Sam Wright story, but it read like a motto: “Get the list of looters. Particularly those who’ve pled.”
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Preface



Joe Conason


BY THE END OF HIS LIFE, on the day before President Donald Trump’s 2017 inauguration, Wayne Barrett was already a legendary figure in American journalism. His tenacious investigative reporting on New York City politics and corruption had made him the scourge of City Hall, the bane of several mayors, and an essential member of New York’s pugnacious press corps. He had published a revealing biography of Rudy Giuliani as well as an eye-opening book on that mayor’s failures and omissions leading up to the 9/11 terrorist attacks. Barrett had been covering Donald Trump since the real estate scion turned reality-TV personality first began lining up public subsidies for private gain in the 1970s. He had published a scathing book about the man in 1990, during one of Trump’s periodic financial collapses.


The rise of his old nemesis to the American presidency lent historical drama and even a touch of glamour to a life spent in relentless toil. The unscrupulous businessman and the conscientious journalist who chronicled his corruption had lived on opposite sides of a profound moral chasm. In the years following his death, Wayne would continue to haunt Trump, his byline invoked by a legion of reporters as they pursued the 45th president down trails Wayne had blazed.


Wayne’s lifelong project was to muster journalistic truth on behalf of the downtrodden and against their oppressors. Pursuing that goal, he developed a method that produced some of the most rigorous, purposeful, and dogged investigative reporting ever written. It is a method worth revisiting now, when crucial facts often fail to penetrate public consciousness—even amid a deadly pandemic—and cable pundits seem to outnumber working reporters.


He didn’t deign to hide his point of view. His writing was propulsive, emphatic, even damning, and always candid. As a champion scholastic debater, he knew that rhetoric can inspire, but he also learned that facts matter more. His approach to reporting was exhaustive, requiring the assistance of literally hundreds of former interns—who eventually went on to distinguished careers after months of checking off Wayne’s impossibly long lists of interviews, document searches, archive visits, data crunches, and stakeouts. He never stopped believing in the evidence-based inquiry that spurred America’s founders and undergirds every functioning democracy.


Wayne first achieved notoriety for his investigative profiles of celebrated figures in politics and business. Among the earliest Barrett targets was Donald Trump, who contrived his initial venture into Manhattan real estate with enormous state subsidies via connections with the shadiest elements in Brooklyn and Queens clubhouse politics. Indeed, Wayne scorched nearly every important politician of either party who crossed his path, from Ed Koch and Rudy Giuliani to Mario and Andrew Cuomo.


While he enjoyed dueling with politicians, however, Wayne brought equal passion to probing the faceless forces that immiserated the city’s most impoverished communities. He had a deft touch with the personal interview and, despite his ferocious reputation, could charm almost any source into talking too much. But he was just as keen to spend hours poring over public budgets, city records, and all the eye-glazing data points that reveal how brutally society treats the most vulnerable—as in his classic series documenting Koch’s “war on the poor,” or his pioneering dissection of the original “poverty pimp,” Bronx political operative Ramon Velez.


He was born on July 11, 1945, and raised in Lynchburg, Virginia, where he attended Catholic schools with his two brothers and two sisters. His father was a nuclear physicist and his mother was a librarian. He became editor of his high school’s newspaper and led its debate team to second place in a national championship, a performance that earned a full scholarship to Saint Joseph’s University in Philadelphia. (Some might observe that Wayne was very much the product of a Jesuit education.) There he met a Philly girl named Frances Marie McGettigan, whom he married in 1969. By then, he had graduated from Columbia Journalism School (where he later taught and mentored students) and moved on to teach school in Brooklyn’s Brownsville community.


Like many bright young people who grew up in the 1960s, Wayne underwent a radical transformation even before he arrived in Brownsville. Going off to college as a Goldwater conservative who despised student leftists, he emerged as a long-haired Vietnam War protester and supporter of black-liberation movements—although unlike his hippie peers, he never smoked a joint and, for that matter, scarcely ever drank alcohol. If his teaching job began as a means to escape the draft, it quickly turned into a lifelong commitment to that very poor, highly segregated, and heavily African American neighborhood.


It was in Brownsville that Wayne came to understand investigative reporting as his instrument to confront inequity, injustice, and corruption. With a group of local activists, he founded a small newspaper called the People’s Voice, aiming its mimeographed fusillades at the predatory landlords, failing schools, uncaring bureaucracies—and crooked politicians.


Within a few years, Wayne’s exposés of local corruption drew the attention of Jack Newfield, the Village Voice’s premier political columnist and investigative chief. Jack brought Wayne into the Voice, where he published hundreds of articles over the next four decades, frequently in partnership with other reporters (including me). We both joined the paper as staff writers in 1978, just after Ed Koch was sworn in for his first term as mayor.


Our mission at the countercultural Manhattan weekly was not so different from what Wayne and his fellow activists had tried to do in Brownsville, except it took place on a much broader stage, with substantial resources, top editors, and thousands of paying readers. We exposed the power relationships in a city where real estate kingpins like Trump routinely greased elected officials—and exercised an unwholesome influence over policy and budget decisions.


Although the Voice’s circulation was smaller than those of the city’s major dailies, the passionate engagement of savvy readers endowed us with clout. The dailies paid us the compliment of routinely lifting our stories, with or without credit. And in that era, before the internet and social media, newspaper stories mattered—even in an “alternative” weekly.


From a warren of cramped, rather nondescript offices and cubicles below 14th Street in Manhattan, we scoped the political landscape of city and state, holding elected officials accountable for their deviations from political integrity and public interest. Working at a “writer’s paper,” as the Voice was known, meant that we set our own course, pursuing stories that reflected the electoral calendar, the urgent issues of the moment, and the enduring priorities of our politics.


Every year, for instance, we shamed the city’s worst landlords with a list that named names and catalogued atrocities. We spent months as a team in 1980 to produce an exhaustive three-part series on Republican corruption and mob influence in Nassau County—our bouquet to its favorite son, US Senate candidate Alfonse D’Amato. (He won that election, but Wayne finally took him out with a devastating story on his absentee voting record almost two decades later.)


We pursued this vocation with a certain ferocity, nobody more so than Wayne. As he explained on the occasion of the Voice’s 50th anniversary, in 2005, “we thought a deadline meant we had to kill somebody.” He was only half joking. Every public figure in New York had good reason to fear and respect him.


Wayne expected the same fierce determination from everyone who worked with him, whether colleagues or interns. Scratching out scores of tasks on a yellow legal pad, he could get quite testy if someone failed to match his formidable work ethic. A caring friend with a wonderful sense of humor, he was also known to torment his editors and didn’t always tolerate disagreement well, to put it politely. When we were producing a two-page news spread together every week, he would occasionally stop speaking to me over some unforgiveable offense—and for a couple of days I could only communicate with him via messages left with Fran.


Of course he could be lighthearted and funny, too; he loved to banter and gossip, and over the years he attracted a wide circle of friends that was even larger than his impressive list of enemies. But he was tough because he took the work seriously, and he kept working until his last day. He never stopped believing that investigative reporting could reveal wrongdoing, provoke outrage, spur reform, and change people’s lives for the better. And after four years of a lying president who has done so much to damage people’s lives—the lives of the vulnerable most of all—that faith seems more essential than ever.


With his innate consciousness of mission, Wayne defied the cynicism that too often infects modern journalism. Even as he grew into a highly sophisticated analyst of elections, media, finance, and government, he nurtured an idealism about democracy and the role of the press that could sound almost naïve. The tragedy is that we lost him just when we were about to need him most.


As a devout believer in the church’s social-justice doctrine, he naturally lived in a state of perpetual indignation. The prayer card at his funeral, held in a Brownsville church where he remained a parishioner, displayed a Jeff Danziger cartoon of Wayne preparing to pepper the Almighty with tough questions. Even in the afterlife, he would surely hold the most powerful to account.


What follows in this book is a collection of that indefatigable sleuth’s most compelling and salient adventures. What stands out in every single one is his drive for justice, which he charged us all to carry on.


Joe Conason is editor at large of Type Investigations, editor in chief of The National Memo, and the author of four books, including It Can Happen Here: Authoritarian Peril in the Age of Bush and Big Lies: The Right-Wing Propaganda Machine and How It Distorts the Truth. From 1978 until 1990 he worked at the Village Voice, alongside his friend Wayne Barrett.















PART I



Trump: Moral Larceny















Deal by Deal



Kim Phillips-Fein


WAYNE BARRETT told the story of the rise of contemporary New York, and reading his work today is a remarkable experience: the world he describes is at once familiar and strange. The publication for which he wrote his most famous work, the Village Voice, has stopped its print existence—the thick, tabloid-shaped, inky pages containing Barrett’s long investigative pieces no longer there to be picked up—but despite this, his voice continues to resonate. His cast of characters peoples our media landscape even now, yet when he wrote, the future was still uncertain; it still appeared that things could go a different way.


Barrett chronicled the transformation of New York City after the fiscal crisis of the 1970s, the move toward a social policy that prioritized the needs of business and real estate development—even if this was sometimes justified in terms of raising revenues to fund programs to help poor and working-class New Yorkers. He always saw this as a bipartisan historical shift, not simply a move by economic elites and certainly not something carried out by the right alone. Perhaps his most prescient piece is his brilliant 1979 two-part exposé of Donald Trump and the Trump Organization, chronicling the emergence of Trump as a power broker in New York City. Unlike so much coverage of Trump then and now, though, Barrett cut past the glitz and the lifestyle bravado to the deals that made his emergence possible. He interviewed Trump multiple times in the writing of the series, and captured perfectly Trump’s calculated efforts to sway the story through threats and bribes alike—the extent to which, as Barrett put it, for Trump “every relationship is a transaction.” But the point, for Barrett, was never Trump’s outrageousness; it was the outrageousness of the political system that raised him up. “Donald Trump,” he concluded, “is a user of other users. The politician and his moneychanger feed on each other.”


All throughout the 1980s and into the 2000s, Barrett’s writing told the story of the way that New York City’s government sought to pursue the rich and powerful, to woo corporations at public expense and through the slow evisceration of the city’s social-welfare traditions. He spared no one in this account. Writing about Democratic governor Hugh Carey’s budget in 1982, he denounced it as “a Democratic ratification of the Reagan war on the poor.” Carey’s “elegant” rhetoric aside, it did no more than “unflinchingly” pass along “the worst of Washington’s new poverty program,” spending hundreds of millions on new prisons while cutting funds for day care and senior services. He eviscerated the city’s lavish gifts to American Express to build a new office headquarters as part of the World Financial Center in lower Manhattan. Equally notable was his reporting on the Industrial and Commercial Incentive Board, charged with dispensing tax exemptions to “politically generous developers” all over the city. As the city’s own internal report put it in an early draft (not released to the public but obtained by Barrett), “There is little evidence that the program has mainly served applicants who needed the incentive in order to locate in NYC.” Unsentimental, careful, meticulous, and jargon-free, Barrett’s journalism reminds us that the city we live in now was carefully constructed, deal by deal and piece by piece—that it has a history, and that the future may be more open than we think.


Kim Phillips-Fein is the author of Fear City: New York’s Fiscal Crisis and the Rise of Austerity Politics (Metropolitan Books, 2017). She is a professor at the Gallatin School of Individualized Study and in the History Department of the College of Arts and Sciences at New York University.
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Like Father, Like Son: Anatomy of a Young Power Broker


January 15, 1979


In January 1979 the Village Voice published a two-part series on the brash young real estate developer Donald Trump. Barrett reported these pieces from court documents in Philadelphia and New York, campaign-contribution filings, interviews with people who did business with Trump, and fifteen hours of interviews with Trump himself. Barrett spent two months researching the story. —Ed.


DONALD TRUMP. A 32-year-old self-proclaimed real estate colossus price tagged at $200 million. The brash, streetwise son of Brooklyn’s largest apartment builder transplanted from his father’s boxlike office at the Avenue Z tip of the borough to a Fifth Avenue penthouse bounded on both sides by his own stunning Manhattan ventures. The New York Times puffs him as the city’s “number-one real-estate promoter of the mid-seventies… the William Zeckendorf of hard times.”


But the most accurate description of Trump’s real estate genius was contained in a deposition from a four-year-old Philadelphia bankruptcy-court file. When a Penn Central Transportation Company1 representative was asked why he’d contacted Trump alone out of lists of developers interested in building publicly aided housing on the bankrupt company’s West Side {of Manhattan} railyards, the witness replied: “The estate was putting its property in the hands of a developer. It was uppermost in our minds that… the developer… be very high in his political position. Trump is doing what, in our judgment, if anyone can do, he can do.”


Trump’s problem is not so much what he’s done, but how he’s done it. I decided at the start that I wanted to profile him by describing his deals—not his lifestyle or his personality. After getting to know him, I realized that his deals are his life. He once told me: “I won’t make a deal just to make a profit. It has to have flair.” Another Manhattan developer said it differently: “Trump won’t do a deal unless there’s something extra—a kind of moral larceny—in it. He’s not satisfied with a profit. He has to take something more. Otherwise, there’s no thrill.”


In this, the first of a two-part series, I’ll examine the character and history of Trump’s Brooklyn base. In the second, I’ll trace the details that led to his extraordinary acquisitions of the three Manhattan properties—and the government negotiations that are turning them into personal windfalls. Each history—the Brooklyn empire, the Manhattan purchases, and the government contracts—is a tale of overreaching and abuse of power. Like his father, Donald Trump has pushed each deal to the limit, taking from it whatever he can get, turning political connections into private profits at public expense.


The Connections


Abe Beame,2 whose municipal largesse to the Brooklyn {Democratic Party} organization that spawned him was cut short by the city’s fiscal collapse, has left the Trump penetration of Manhattan as the only tangible sign of his administration’s Brooklyn base.


Beame had known Trump’s family for 30 years. They’d eaten the same clubhouse dinners at the same annual dances given by the borough’s regulars. Like Beame—and most other pols who came up through the local machines—Fred Trump owed his biggest breaks to the county’s party organization. In the beginning, Donald Trump used Beame’s closest political associates—publicist Howard Rubinstein; lobbyist, lawyer, and fund-raiser Abraham “Bunny” Lindenbaum; and Bunny’s son Sandy, now part of a large Manhattan law firm—as the major political brokers on his Manhattan projects.


But the Trumps were too shrewd to rely only on the power of the Beame brokers. There were contributions, too. Beame’s recollections of the Trump firm’s donations were hazy, but the former mayor did say: “I don’t know if he [Trump] gave and when he gave, but he’s a friend of mine. I know he tried to help every time.”


What does seem clear is that Donald’s success in acquiring and developing the Commodore,3 the convention-center site, and, to a lesser degree, the 60th Street yards, was, in part, due to Beame’s support. “It was the Brooklyn crowd at work,” said one top city official.


Hugh Carey,4 another product of Brooklyn politics, has virtually turned a state agency—the Urban Development Corporation—into a temporary Trump subsidiary. UDC is developing Trump’s hotel, convention center, and some new projects, including a multimillion-dollar renovation of Grand Central Terminal. But as Carey has done for Trump, so Trump has done for the governor—to the tune of nearly $125,000 in campaign contributions from the family and their companies: $35,000 in 1974, $66,500 in 1978, plus a $23,000 share of a loan totaling $300,000, a group venture with an inner circle of other Carey financiers, including lawyer Bill Shea, MTA {Metropolitan Transportation Authority} chairman Harold Fisher, realtor Sylvan Lawrence, and ILA {International Longshoremen’s Association} leader Anthony Scotto. The only individual to have exceeded Trump’s election-year generosity was the governor’s oil-rich brother.


In case the donations weren’t enough, Trump retained chief Carey fund-raiser Louise M. Sunshine as his “director of special projects” and registered her as his Albany lobbyist for the convention-center plan. Additionally, Sunshine accompanies Trump to meetings at various government agencies throughout the state. When asked what she does on such trips, one official remarked: “She just hangs around… gets a document if it’s needed… calls the governor.…” During the three years she’s worked for Trump, Sunshine has directed Carey’s campaign finances—first, paying off the governor’s substantial 1974 debt and then serving as his executive director of finance for the 1978 campaign. She was rewarded with a $17,000-a-year, one-meeting-a-month job as vice-chairman of the State Thruway Authority and a position with the Job Development Authority. Although the latter post carries no salary, it does provide up to $5,000 in expenses—and $34 million worth of industrial loans to administer.


The developer sees his companies’ political contributions as part of the cost of doing government business—for tax purposes, most of the money is supplied as corporate contributions. For Trump, the donations are the glue that holds together the public/private relationships.


Although Trump says he joined the 1974 Carey campaign early because “I knew he was a winner,” he hedged his bets pretty carefully. Ken Auletta, then campaign manager for Carey’s primary opponent, Howard Samuels, recalls: “I got a call from Trump. He said he wanted me—as a Samuels staff person—to know that he’d contributed $10,000 to Samuels. Just so I’d know who he was if he ever called. I usually kept far away from the finance end of it, but I checked this donation—and he’d made it.”


Besides the $125,000 donated to Carey, Trump-owned firms have recently contributed an additional $34,000 to city and state candidates in positions to affect his Manhattan projects—$10,500 to {Ed} Koch, after Beame lost; $5,500 to Beame; $4,000 to Mario Cuomo; $10,000 to State Senator Manfred Ohrenstein’s personal or Democratic senate campaign committees; $2,000 to City Comptroller Harrison Goldin; $2,000 to City Council President Carol Bellamy; and $200 to City Planning Commissioner Robert Wagner Jr.


After Manhattan councilman Henry Stern led the opposition to his Commodore tax-abatement scheme, Trump called and offered Stern a contribution. “I declined,” said the councilman. Few others have.


Finally, Trump has retained Roy Cohn as advisor on each of his major deals, on a host of legal actions, and as a conduit to the upper reaches of power—public and private. In recent years, Cohn and Sunshine have replaced the Lindenbaums and Rubinstein as young Trump’s primary resources and agents. The Manhattan hard sell has supplanted the friendly, shrewd, understated style of the old Brooklyn days.




***This elided section includes a long accounting of Fred Trump’s business practices around the development of Trump Village, a state-supported housing development in Brooklyn, including a 1966 report from the New York State Investigations Commission that “prompted the commission chairman, Jacob Grumet, to publicly assail {Fred} Trump, Lindenbaum, et al., as ‘grasping and greedy individuals’ and ask housing finance officials: ‘Is there any way of preventing a man who does business in that way from getting another contract with the state?’” Fred Trump continued to do business with the state. His son began to shift the company away from building. —Ed.***





“We stopped building and started acquiring then,” explains Donald Trump. Trump the builder became Trump the management firm. It is clear that while the company’s properties are surely vast, they are exceeded by those of other landlords. The assessed value of the Trump holdings has varied considerably. Today, Donald hints at a figure well in excess of the $200 million estimate he offered the Times in 1976. He says the firm has acquired highly profitable land in Las Vegas and southern California. But Business Week quoted an independent valuation of $100 million. And the financial institutions backing Donald’s Hyatt deal—with Fred as guarantor of the loans—took 18 months to decide that the Trumps were an acceptable risk (indeed, Fred Trump started Trump Village5 as a private job in 1960, and though he’d been in the business 20 years, he couldn’t get private financing).


In his interviews with me, Donald Trump repeatedly suggested that the firm was an awesome force in the industry. He also claimed that his convention center and hotel would be the largest in the country. They will not be. Real estate entrepreneurs do their own advertising, and Trump has a way of doubling or shaving every number when it suits him. In interviews, Donald Trump has laid claim to 22,000 units in Brooklyn, Staten Island, Queens, Virginia, Washington, D.C., and New Jersey. But his testimony in federal court put the total figure around 12,000 units actually owned and managed. Whatever the size or exact dollar value, however, there is no question about the racial, economic, and sexual character of the Trump holdings. Tenants are mostly white. People receiving welfare do not live in Trump-owned apartments. Households with substantial male incomes do.


The Race Case


Under the federal Fair Housing Act, the US Justice Department’s Civil Rights Division brought a landmark complaint against the Trump organization in 1973. The suit charged that the Trumps refused to rent to blacks. After a year and a half of furious legal and rhetorical combat, the Trumps, in 1975, agreed to a consent decree described by the head of the housing division as “one of the most far-reaching ever negotiated.” It required Trump to advertise vacancies in minority papers, promote minorities to professional jobs, and list vacancies on a preferential basis with the Open Housing Center of the Urban League.


Last March the Justice Department complained that Trump was in contempt of the consent decree and filed pending motions in Brooklyn federal court to compel compliance. The new complaint charges that “racially discriminatory conduct by Trump agents has occurred with such frequency that it has created a substantial impediment to the full enjoyment of equal opportunity.”


The evidence for the original charge against Trump was largely obtained through Urban League testers—white and black—who sought apartments in various Trump-owned complexes. Whites got them; blacks didn’t. The case was also based on a series of individual complaints to Eleanor Holmes Norton, then chairperson of the city’s Human Rights Commission. Norton resolved a half dozen individual cases by compelling Trump to admit black complainants. She asked the federal government to look for a pattern. But perhaps the most compelling evidence came from Trump employees and former employees.


According to court records, four superintendents or rental agents confirmed that applications sent to the central office for acceptance or rejection were coded by race. Three doormen were told to discourage blacks who came seeking apartments when the manager was out, either by claiming no vacancies or hiking up the rents. A super said he was instructed to send black applicants to the central office but to accept white applications on site. Another rental agent said that Fred Trump had instructed him not to rent to blacks. Further, the agent said Trump wanted “to decrease the number of black tenants” already in the development “by encouraging them to locate housing elsewhere.”


Donald Trump charged in the press that the suit was part of a “nationwide drive to force owners of moderate and luxury apartments to rent to welfare recipients.”


“We are not going to be forced by anyone to put people… in our buildings to the detriment of tenants who have, for many years, lived in these buildings, raised families in them, and who plan to continue to live there. That would be reverse discrimination,” he said. “The government is not going to experiment with our buildings to the detriment of ourselves and the thousands who live in them now.”


Trump’s attorney, Roy Cohn, filed an equally shrill affidavit with the court, charging that the government sought “the capitulation of the defendants and the substitution of the Welfare Department for the management corporation!”


In March 1974, Donald Trump testified as president of many of the Trump housing companies. He assumed a color-blind posture throughout much of the questioning, claiming he “had no idea of the racial composition” of his tenants or employees (he lapsed when he described “an all-black job in Washington,” and conceded that the company owned projects that were 100 percent white).


He was, he continued, “unfamiliar” with the Fair Housing Act of 1969, and said that the company had made no changes in its rental policies since the law’s passage. He claimed that the only test of tenant eligibility was that the tenant’s rent should not exceed 25 percent of his income. He testified twice that “we don’t generally include the wife’s income; we like to see it for the male in the family.” Then he changed his testimony the next day, to try to include some assessment of the wife’s income.


Cohn explained the Trump policy of only advertising apartment vacancies in the Times: “We think the Times is geared to minorities. It supported a Puerto Rican for mayor against a Jew.…”


In October 1974, Cohn filed a motion to dismiss the case and charged—in an ironic reversal of his earlier McCarthy days—that federal agents were engaging in “gestapo-like tactics” against his client. Cohn’s affidavit described the agents as “stormtroopers.” In court he said the Trumps were being subjected to “undercover agents going in and out of their buildings, lying as to who they are and where they are from… trying to trap somebody into saying or doing something.”


The judge found Cohn’s charges “utterly without foundation” and said, “This is the first time anyone’s charged FBI agents in a civil matter with… gestapo-type conduct.” Cohn, who fund-raises for the J. Edgar Hoover Foundation, suddenly switched: “I have never brought a charge against the FBI in my life. I have personal reasons why I haven’t and I never would. My relationship is much too close.”


The disastrous failure of the dismissal motion—which may have been prompted more by what the agents were finding than by how they were looking—was the last Trump offensive in the case. A few months later, the firm settled the decree. Trump’s press statement at the settlement was an unreconstructed version of the release the company sent out when the case began. It said the agreement satisfied the firm because it did not contain “any requirements that would compel the Trump organization to accept persons on welfare as tenants.” I asked Donald Trump why he’d stopped advertising vacancies in the Amsterdam News when the two-year court mandate had expired. “It’s a neighborhood paper for Harlem,” he said.


I’ve interviewed a couple of dozen people about Trump—in and out of government. Many had vague awareness of the charges against him, but no one seemed to think that the Trump race record should affect what the company gets from the city or state. In fact, no one had bothered to ask the US Attorney’s Office in Brooklyn, which is handling the case for the Justice Department, just what the facts are. Trump has proposed housing on the West Side—perhaps the most integrated neighborhood in the city. He’s justified the city’s largesse in the Commodore deal partially by pointing to the long-term jobs it will generate. Trump’s 1974 deposition in this case was 100 pages of uncontained contempt for the whole issue. Cohn said it for him: “This is a spit in the ocean.” I got the sense when I interviewed him that Trump has mellowed into a low-keyed indifference to the suit and the issue. It has nothing to do with profits or what he calls commercial “creativity.” It is not part of his real world. Neither is it for the people in government who keep making deals with him.


Early in the reporting of this story, I was at the state’s Urban Development Corporation, reading records on Trump’s Commodore deal in a conference room. No one knew I was there but some UDC officials, and I hadn’t intended to talk to Trump until I’d learned what I could about him from documents. The phone in the office where I was working rang, and the secretary said it was for me. It was Trump, buoyant over his surprise call: “I hear you’ve been going around town, asking a lot of negative questions about me. When are you going to talk to me?” he asked. “I’m circling,” I said.


I met him three times after the call—twice in his Manhattan apartment and once, at my insistence, in his Avenue Z office, still the base of the Trump organization but not where Trump likes to entertain reporters.


“Donald is embarrassed by his Brooklyn roots,” one of his business associates told me. “He uses Manhattan as his business address to put distance between himself and Avenue Z.” When I asked Bunny Lindenbaum what he thought of Donald’s—and his own son’s—preoccupation with Manhattan, his voice rose:


“They want to do their work in Manhattan. I was born in Brooklyn, I always practiced in Brooklyn. I still live in Brooklyn. I still have my offices in Brooklyn. They can’t take Brooklyn out of me.”


Wealth is supposed to convey an enviable status. I rode with Trump through Manhattan in his double-car-length silver chauffeured Cadillac with its “DJT” plates while he talked about how hard New York is on a developer, how communities fight him, how other cities want him. Through 30 blocks of slow Manhattan traffic, not a single New Yorker peered into the back of the carpeted limo.


The West Side groups who’d challenged him on his grandiose housing plans for the 60th Street yard had placed demands on his wealth and were not impressed with the symbols of it that he rushed to accumulate. Why lurch through Manhattan streets in an expensive advertisement of one’s wealth if no one even notices?


Until the last couple of weeks—when he became uneasy about what I’d been doing—Trump would call me for progress reports on my story: “Tell me,” he’d say, “you finding out what we’ve been doing is good for the city? What do people say about me? Do they say I’m loyal? Do they say I work hard?” But at the last interview, before I began my questions, he went through a prepared speech about his reputation: “I really value my reputation and I don’t hesitate to sue. I’ve sued twice for libel. Roy Cohn’s been my attorney both times. I’ve won once and the other case is pending. It’s cost me $100,000, but it’s worth it. I’ve broken one writer. You and I’ve been friends and all, but if your story damages my reputation, I want you to know I’ll sue.” Then, back to the smile—“But everything’ll be all right. We’re going to get together after the story.”


He’d been working gentler versions of this carrot-and-stick approach since the first interview. When I arrived at his apartment the first time, he opened with: “The Voice? That’s owned by Murdoch, right? Don Kummerfeld is running Murdoch’s operations, right? You know the former deputy mayor? He’s a good friend of mine.” At our very first meeting, he’d even begun talking about someone he’d threatened with a slander suit over a harmless comment.


When he found out I lived in the battered Brownsville section of Brooklyn, he called to say: “I could get you an apartment, you know. That must be an awfully tough neighborhood.” I told him I’d lived there for ten years and worked as a community organizer, so he shifted to another form of identification. “So we do the same thing,” he said. “We’re both rebuilding neighborhoods.” And again: “We’re going to have to really get to know each other after this article.”


Trump was testing me, to see what would work—convinced that either fear or the suggestion that I could have some undefined future relationship with his wealth or his influence could help shape the story. He only had to figure out what I wanted. Every relationship is a transaction.


He told me that he’d had to move from a prior Manhattan apartment because a reporter had printed his address. The rich are supposed to insist on privacy, right? But the Times had photographed him in the living room of one prior address, and he’d used the other at the top of his business letterhead. The next time I saw him he said he’d moved because he’d lived across from Gucci and that was no place to raise his new son. Now he lives across from Central Park.


His tendency to view things to his own advantage was made clear to me when I asked him about campaign contributions. He told me he had not contributed to Beame’s 1977 campaign. To do so, he said, would have been a conflict because of the Commodore and convention-center deals. But I found $5,000 in Trump-company contributions to the Beame deficit filed at the Board of Elections in 1978.


He angrily denied that he’d ever given a dime to Ohrenstein individually or to his campaign for Senate majority and threatened to sue anyone who said he did. The Trump organization was among the largest contributors to Ohrenstein individually one year and helped bankroll his campaign for Senate majority. Does he lapse into his fiercest denial when he just doesn’t know? When I confronted him on the Beame and Ohrenstein contributions, he said the donations must have come from his father.


Similarly, in his deposition in the federal discrimination case, Trump refused to acknowledge responsibility for accepting or rejecting individual tenants. Those statements were a material part of his testimony since they went to the heart of the case—Trump’s ability to control the discriminatory practices of his companies.


Shortly after he’d given his deposition, he was interviewed by a field investigator for the secretary of state. The interview had nothing to do with the federal case; the investigator was trying to determine if Trump met the experience requirement for a real estate broker’s license. The report states: “Mr. Trump further stated that he supervises and controls the renting of all apartments owned by the Trump organization.… During my interview with applicant he showed me hundreds of files.… Each contained numerous leases both for commercial and residential tenants… and rental records, all of which contained applicant’s signature and handwriting.” Trump’s lawyer, Mathew Tosti, also claimed in a letter to the secretary of state that Trump had “negotiated numerous leases for apartments.”


Yet he’d testified in federal court:


Government: “Do you ever have anything to do with rental decisions in individual cases?”


Trump: “No, I really don’t.”


Donald Trump is a user of other users. The politician and his money changer feed on each other. The money changer trades private dollars for access to public ones. Trump, Sunshine, Lindenbaum, and their counterparts Carey and Beame are classic expressions of this relationship.


Footnotes


1 The Penn Central Transportation Company (PCTC) bankruptcy was, at the time, the biggest bankruptcy in American history. PCTC was a merger between two railroad companies—the Pennsylvania and New York Central—in 1968; two years later PCTC declared bankruptcy after the federal government turned down a request that it guarantee a $200 million emergency loan. —Ed.


2 Abe Beame, mayor of New York City from 1974 to 1977. —Ed.


3 The Trump-built Grand Hyatt on East 42nd Street now stands where the Commodore Hotel once stood. —Ed.


4 Governor of New York, 1975 to 1982. —Ed.


5 Trump Village consists of seven high-rise residential buildings built between 1963 and 1964 in Coney Island, Brooklyn. It features nearly 4,000 units. —Ed.
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