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Foreword

By Kenneth T. Jackson

New York, like America, is an idea. Russell Shorto captures this essential truth in The Island at the Center of the World: “If what made America great was its ingenious openness to different cultures, the small triangle of land at the southern tip of Manhattan Island is the birthplace of that idea: This island city would become the first multiethnic, upwardly mobile society on America’s shores, a prototype of the kind of society that would be duplicated throughout the country and around the world.” That is why New York matters so much more than other cities.

There have been 113 mayors of the great city at the mouth of the Hudson River—if we include the four chief executives of the Dutch West India Company, which controlled New Amsterdam before the English conquered it in 1664 and renamed it New York. For centuries, the job was not onerous and until 1834 the holders of the office were appointed rather than elected. They served only for a year or two, ended their terms with nice dinners and congratulatory toasts, and, with minor exceptions, did not leave deep footprints on the city.

Mayors who served after the consolidation of the five boroughs into one enormous municipality in 1898 had a more substantial effect on the metropolis. By then, New York stretched over three hundred square miles and was the second largest city in the world, after London, which was centuries older. New York’s harbor was the busiest anywhere and its buildings the tallest. City government built roads, bridges, subways, schools, parks, and fire stations. It hired policemen and teachers, and had an annual budget greater than any state in the nation. For much of the last century, only the federal government spent more. Running the city was no longer a part-time job, and in some ways, all of the mayors of New York in the twentieth century were important figures in history.

But some were more important than others. Fiorello H. La Guardia, often called the “Great Mayor” of New York, took office in the depths of the Great Depression, when the unemployment rate reached a horrific 25 percent. Makeshift shelters and homeless encampments dotted the landscape; bread and soup lines were common, as was the spectacle of men in suits and hats selling apples and pencils on street corners. Through self-confidence, hard work, force of will, and engaging personality, La Guardia created an atmosphere of hope. With Robert Moses, he attracted large federal grants to fund public improvements like the Triborough and Whitestone Bridges, the Henry Hudson and Northern State Parkways, and the renovation of Central Park. Their efforts employed tens of thousands of workers and helped the region recover from the worst financial crisis in its history. An airport, a college, a high school, and any number of institutions proudly wear La Guardia’s name in honor of his memory.

Edward I. Koch also inherited a municipality in distress. In 1977, when he claimed City Hall, New York was technically bankrupt. White flight had reduced the number of middle-class families by the tens of thousands year after year, while corporations decamped to the suburbs or other regions altogether. Poor migrants from the American South and Puerto Rico seeking opportunities in the big city took their place. Tax rolls declined, welfare rolls grew, and the municipal treasury could not fund its obligations. Drug use and crime grew rampant. Koch, a supremely self-confident community leader from Greenwich Village, responded with dozens of hard decisions, and by the end of his third term New York was on its way back to the top of the world urban hierarchy.

Rudolph W. Giuliani ascended to the city’s top job in 1994. Crime was already going down, but Giuliani made safe streets the centerpiece of his administration and by 2001, when he left office, homicide rates and major crime had fallen to the lowest levels since accurate record-keeping began. The perception of the city improved across the region and across the nation.

But on January 1, 2002, the future of New York looked grim. Just three months earlier, the city had suffered the worst terrorist attack in world history when two giant airliners crashed into the North and South Towers of the World Trade Center. Each building was 110 stories tall, and together they contained more office space than many entire cities. In less than two hours, 2,749 people lost their lives. The tragic day was especially hard on first responders, who had rushed toward the danger even as tens of thousands of others were running away. Three hundred and forty-three firemen perished. Despite overwhelming odds, they entered the inferno and climbed as far as they could, some with almost a hundred pounds of equipment on their backs, in a desperate effort to rescue people. Sixteen million square feet of office space were obliterated and upward of a hundred thousand people no longer had a place to work. Billions of dollars in economic investment had been lost. Giant plumes of smoke and stark steel girders were all that remained of a place once teeming with activity.

Giuliani’s heroic response to the catastrophe earned him the title “America’s Mayor,” but the city still faced enormous difficulties. Predictions were common that the great metropolis was doomed. Businesses would flee lower Manhattan’s “Canyon of Heroes,” and tall buildings would soon be shunned in the spiritual home of the skyscraper. Downtown’s emerging residential neighborhoods would be abandoned and public transportation would be avoided out of fear. The middle class would fly away.

Michael R. Bloomberg proved them all wrong. The leadership he demonstrated in response to the calamity he inherited, and the enduring impact the many policies that followed had on the city, make him, in my estimation, New York’s greatest municipal executive and probably the most successful mayor the nation has ever known.

By 2014, when Bloomberg left office, the city was booming. Downtown’s revitalization was underway, real estate values were soaring, construction cranes were everywhere, and public transit ridership reached a sixty-year high. The wealthy remained and demanded ever more upscale housing, resulting in a luxury building boom, and New York had become a mecca for young married couples with children, who created a new streetscape with their strollers and baby carriages. Immigrants arrived in the largest numbers since the 1924 McCarran Act limited newcomers, and more than fifty million tourists visited in 2013. The drop in crime that began under Mayor Dinkins in 1992, and that accelerated under Mayor Giuliani, continued. On Bloomberg’s watch, New York became the safest large city in the nation, something no one could ever have predicted in the 1970s when subway crime, street violence, and personal safety fears were pervasive.

As Chris McNickle so effectively demonstrates in this carefully argued, well-written, and impressively researched book, Bloomberg led New York through an extraordinary period of effective government across the range of things that really matter to people living in a big city. Economic plans and land-use decisions, climate change policies and policing strategies, and radical reform of the school system and groundbreaking public health policies were among the many ways Bloomberg used his power to affect people’s lives. That Bloomberg, one of the world’s richest people, ever became mayor is itself quite a story, one that McNickle ably narrates. At the beginning of September 2001, most news media dismissed the billionaire’s self-financed campaign as doomed. After 9/11, New Yorkers detected in him a sense of responsibility and business acumen his opponents lacked. The story of a self-made man who did not start out life rich appealed to a city that had always afforded newcomers the chance to prosper and to rise in status. The success of his company and the media empire it spawned provided evidence that he had the instincts and mettle to lead New York out of its crisis.

Great cities are resilient. London experienced a plague in 1327 that almost ended human life there. In 1923, Tokyo suffered an earthquake and fire that cost hundreds of thousands of lives, and bombing raids in 1944 and 1945 that flattened most of it. Today, both are again world-class cities. But the speed and intensity of New York’s post-9/11 recovery are nearly miraculous, and Bloomberg is the primary reason. He proved a master manager, able to deploy the city’s inherent strengths with rare skill, revitalizing “the island at the center of the world” at a time when it really mattered.

This book is the first full-length interpretative study of Bloomberg’s mayoralty. It supports the view that Bloomberg is the city’s greatest mayor, although McNickle pulls no punches when assessing the things he thinks Bloomberg got wrong. The volume reflects the unusual qualities that the author brings to his task. A Manhattan-born, Bronx-raised scholar with keen instincts for how the city where he grew up works, McNickle took a PhD in history at the University of Chicago, and then made his professional career in the financial industry rather than the university classroom. Yet, he obviously never lost his love for history or research. He first wrote To Be Mayor of New York: Ethnic Politics in the City, which Mayor Koch called a “primer for political histories yet to be written.” McNickle followed that with, The Power of the Mayor: David Dinkins, 1990–1993, a careful analysis of the city’s first African-American mayor. Bloomberg: A Billionaire’s Ambition reveals rare command of the range of topics America’s largest municipal government contends with, as well as knowledge of business that has helped the author to understand Bloomberg’s reaction to some of the tough problems he confronted.

There are sure to be other books about Bloomberg’s three terms as mayor. McNickle’s engaging volume, rich in facts, statistics, and analytical insights, as well as first-person anecdotes that capture the human qualities of government decision-making, will serve as the place where other histories of Bloomberg start. The standard has been set high.

—Kenneth T. Jackson

Jacques Barzun Professor of History and the Social Sciences, Columbia University

Editor in Chief, The Encyclopedia of New York City


Introduction—9/11

“Unbridled enthusiasm and belief that anything’s possible may not be the real world, but trying things with low probabilities of success and big payoffs is a lot better than the alternatives,” Michael Bloomberg once wrote. That outlook was reflected in the business Bloomberg built that restructured the $4.3 trillion global bond market with a plan the Wall Street Journal described in 1988 as, “almost too audacious.” It is also what allowed Bloomberg to imagine he could be elected mayor of New York City in 2001 when objective analysis indicated otherwise—unless fate conjured up an alternate reality. That, of course, is what happened. On the day New Yorkers began to vote in primary elections to choose candidates for mayor, a plot devised half a world away by an evil genius caused a degree of physical destruction in lower Manhattan utterly unimaginable until it occurred. Among the many things the event transformed was New York City’s political landscape.1

Clear blue skies and comfortably cool temperatures greeted New Yorkers as they awoke on primary day, September 11, 2001. Early risers headed to the polls which opened at 6:00 a.m. while workers for the six contenders—four Democrats and two Republicans—mobilized their supporters. Good weather promised high turnout.

At 8:46 a.m., an airplane crashed into the North building of the World Trade Center, one of downtown Manhattan’s iconic Twin Towers. Speculation circulated that it was a small plane, perhaps a private one, maybe flown by an amateur pilot, a freak accident on a clear day. Seventeen minutes later another airplane crashed into the South building. Many people were looking up, watching the fire that had erupted after the first collision, and they saw the second one. A huge commercial airliner flew directly into the structure. Then everyone knew. New York City had been attacked in a deliberate act of terrorism. Less than an hour later, one building collapsed, and less than a half hour after that, the other. The pulverization of the twin skyscrapers that stood more than one hundred stories tall covered lower Manhattan in clouds of suffocating ash that caused the sun to disappear. Office workers blanketed with the toxic stuff fled north, away from the horrific catastrophe, creating the deeply disturbing picture of a retreating army of New Yorkers on Manhattan’s streets. Before the buildings disintegrated, dozens of people trapped on the upper floors propelled themselves out of shattered windows to escape the intolerable heat of burning jet fuel. The desperate images seared themselves into New Yorkers’ minds. Each jumper landed with a sickening thud, the sound of the bodies creating a drumbeat of death that echoed throughout the city.2

Mayor Giuliani and members of his staff were almost killed as they headed from a breakfast meeting toward the city’s Emergency Command Center, lamentably located in the World Trade complex. They escaped with their lives, established temporary offices, and focused on disaster management with an extraordinary sense of purpose. Giuliani summoned steely nerves and remarkable personal courage. The crisis forced him to communicate with a deeply shaken public on the basis of partial information and constantly changing circumstances. He responded with sound judgment and perfect pitch. New Yorkers knew thousands had died, and many feared their own lives might still be in danger. Mayor Giuliani’s actions and words reassured them that their government was in command, doing everything possible to protect them and to react to the unprecedented attack. At a moment of dire need, he embraced the wounded city with granite resolve and deep compassion. It was his finest hour.3

“When we get the final number, it will be more than we can bear,” Giuliani warned. On September 11, 2001, 2,749 people were murdered in New York City, including 412 rescue workers—firefighters above all, police, and others. Another 247 people died that day in an airplane attack on the Pentagon in Washington, DC, and in a plane that crashed into a field in Pennsylvania when passengers tried to wrestle control of it from their hijackers. America was at war.4

The September 11, 2001, New York City primary never happened. By mid-morning the Board of Elections had the administrative judge in charge call it off, and shortly after noon Governor George Pataki canceled primaries statewide. The city’s mayoral contests were rescheduled for Tuesday, September 25. On the one hand, the bloodied city had little appetite for the normal stuff of political campaigns. On the other, the commitment to follow democratic process had never seemed more important, and voters suddenly looked at the would-be mayors through the smoke still rising from the smoldering rubble at Ground Zero. Who could keep them safe? Who had a plan to rebuild lower Manhattan, one of the city’s most important economic engines? Which leader had the best skills to see the city through tough budget years sure to come as the attack’s devastation hit an economy already slowing down? On the morning of September 11, 2001, not a single New York City political strategist believed Michael Bloomberg could be elected mayor—including his own. Fifty-six days later, he won.5

Bloomberg would lead New York through an extraordinary period of active and effective government over the next twelve years. He launched a successful economic development strategy unlike any conceived by his predecessors and pursued a vision that converted prime parcels of underutilized property from wasting assets into catalysts for growth. He changed the rules of what could be built on more than a third of the city’s land, transforming its zoning ordinance from a document that honored the past into a roadmap for a twenty-first-century metropolis. He implemented an unprecedented sustainability plan designed to ensure that the city’s physical environment improved in tandem with the economy. He steered the city through two financial crises as severe as any in memory, save New York’s near insolvency in the mid-1970s, and he left the city treasury stronger than any mayor before him. He seized control of a long-failing public school system and initiated radical reform. New Yorkers were safer when Bloomberg governed than at any time in memory, and healthier. His decision to ban smoking in workplaces sparked a national and international movement. Along with other groundbreaking programs, it contributed to extending the life-span of a typical New Yorker beyond the national average. It is hard to imagine a more profound impact by a public servant on a population. As a national leader, Bloomberg promoted campaigns to reduce gun violence, to reform education, to improve public health, and to respond to climate change.

Yet, a larger number and higher proportion of New Yorkers lived in poverty when Bloomberg left office than when he arrived. More lived in public shelters than at any time since the Great Depression after an ambitious plan to reduce homelessness failed. The New York City Housing Authority, long the model of an effective public housing program, descended into the worst state of disrepair in its nearly eighty-year history. Overly aggressive use of a basic policing tactic—stop, question, and frisk—caused a federal judge to rule the Bloomberg administration violated New Yorkers’ constitutional rights. The city’s jail system on Rikers Island descended into what federal investigators called “a culture of violence” worse than any they had ever witnessed.6

Bloomberg was the richest man in New York City and spent hundreds of millions of dollars on his elections, making a farce of the city’s campaign finance rules. He disbursed hundreds of millions more in philanthropic contributions that bought political loyalty and silenced critics. The law limited him to two terms. Bloomberg used all the influence at his command to coerce a weak legislative body into rewriting the rules so he could perpetuate himself in power. Nearly nine New Yorkers in ten believed that the action disrespected their democratic rights, and then a majority reelected him to a third term anyway. He dominated New York City’s politics like few leaders before him, and he left a legacy that will continue to shape events for decades to come.

This book tells the story of how Michael Bloomberg became mayor of New York and how he wielded power while in office. The first chapter recounts the early years of Bloomberg’s life and his success as a Wall Street entrepreneur. Chapter 2 captures the drama of Bloomberg’s election. Chapters 3, 4, and 5 lay out Bloomberg’s management of three essential tasks of a mayor that affect the daily lives and futures of a city’s people—fiscal solvency, public safety, and public education. Chapters 6 and 7 together capture Bloomberg’s economic programs. They show how he and his team used the tools of government to support local commerce in ways that differed from any of his predecessors and that were vastly more effective. His strategies recognized globalization and technology as forces to harness rather than fight. His land-use policies, tax concessions, and infrastructure decisions sought to steer private investment in ways that took advantage of New York City’s unique attributes in a world that had gone through a half-century of profound change with inadequate municipal response. The policies rejected the false choice between growth and a healthy environment. Bloomberg pursued both with vigor. Chapter 8 explores Bloomberg’s ambiguous relationship to poverty in New York City, and policies he promoted to reduce it, with mixed results. Chapter 9 lays out how Bloomberg’s billions affected city politics, and chapter 10 captures the dynamic of Bloomberg’s third term, characterized by surprising management failures as well as successes that will leave New Yorkers profoundly better off. The final chapter assesses Bloomberg’s legacy after twelve years as mayor of the world’s most important metropolis, with implications for governing the United States and cities around the world.


Chapter One

The Making of a Billionaire

Michael Rubens Bloomberg was born in Boston on February 14, 1942. His family moved to the nearby working-class community of Medford, Massachusetts, a few years later, just about the same time that engineers at the University of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia completed work on ENIAC, the Electronic Numerical Integrator and Computer. ENIAC filled forty filing cabinets, each nine feet high, with eighteen thousand vacuum tubes and thousands of miles of wiring. Technicians had to replace tubes manually when they blew out, and they also removed by hand insects that occasionally crawled into the network and fouled it. They referred to this as debugging. The need to decipher secret enemy codes and to calculate missile trajectories during World War II led the United States government to fund the project. When the war ended, engineers sought commercial purposes for the new machine that calculated sums vastly faster than humans. By the mid-1960s, when Michael Bloomberg joined Salomon Brothers, banks, insurance companies, government agencies, and large corporations relied on computers to do work that once required thousands of clerical staff. Before long, handheld calculators with more power than ENIAC became commonplace. In 1981, IBM entered the personal computer market signaling the beginning of an age when every business, every home, nearly every person would own a computer. That was the year Salomon Brothers fired Bloomberg, the bank’s chief technology officer.1

Up and Down on Wall Street

Bloomberg joined Salomon in 1966 after earning a master of business administration from Harvard Business School. It was no coincidence he joined a Jewish firm. Wall Street was still a place of clubby tribalism then. “Dress British, think Yiddish,” was the way some at Salomon described the bank. At Goldman Sachs, a recruiter introduced the young MBA to “Mister Levy,” the firm’s legendary managing partner. At Salomon Brothers, he met “Billy,” whose last name turned out to be the same as the firm’s. Bloomberg felt he would fit in better with the more informal environment at Salomon, so he accepted their offer. He started at an annual salary of $9,000, plus a $2,500 bonus he negotiated with senior partner John Gutfreund in the form of a loan that would be forgiven over two years. The additional money was meant to allow the young professional to buy an acceptable wardrobe.2

Salomon humbled Bloomberg the summer he began, assigning him to work in “the cage,” counting and stacking physical stock and bond certificates for delivery to other banks on the street as collateral for overnight loans. The junior bankers often conducted their work in their underwear since the bank vault where it took place lacked air conditioning. But after the requisite hazing, Bloomberg thrived in the fraternity-house atmosphere of Salomon’s culture where the most commonly heard word above the chaotic cacophony of the trading floor was “fuck.” He became an equity salesman, participating in the burgeoning practice of block trading, a highly profitable activity that propelled him upwards in the organization.3

Bloomberg was “the fair-haired boy,” a “superstar in the most visible department of the trendiest firm on the Street,” he wrote in his memoir, Bloomberg by Bloomberg. He “greeted all the important visiting customers, got interviewed by every newspaper that mattered, and had a great social life playing the role of Wall Street power broker to the hilt.” He took the notion that he had become a high flyer literally, and learned to pilot airplanes and helicopters. He would test his own nerves twice later in life when equipment failures forced him to complete emergency landings, once in each type of aircraft. He “dated all the girls,” and “skied and jogged and partied more than most,” while always working a twelve-hour day. He had made it big, and he had become “more than a ‘legend’” in his own mind. Some who knew him in those days say his memoir exaggerates his party schedule. They recall an ambitious man who enjoyed life, but who arrived at work earlier than most, and who often stayed late looking for a chance to share a taxi ride home with a senior partner for face time. In August 1972, many in Bloomberg’s peer group made partner. To his astonishment, rage, and humiliation, he did not. He swallowed hard, went back to work, and was elevated three months later, off-cycle. While he claimed he never understood why, it is easy to imagine that the brash young Harvard MBA, cast among a crew of equally cocky streetwise kids from Brooklyn, Queens, and the Bronx, with less privileged educations, had rubbed some colleagues the wrong way.4

Financial markets follow profits with a shark’s nose for blood. They tear apart inefficiencies of the kind that initially made block trading in equities so lucrative. By 1979, Bloomberg’s department had run its course. He had lost the protection a high wall of profits offers a banker, and he had made some enemies. His partners exiled him to the computer room, assigning him responsibility for the firm’s information technology systems. It was a critical function to be sure, but far removed from the glory of the trades and the deals that made the firm money. Two years later, in a surprise decision, Salomon merged with a little-known, publicly traded commodities firm called Phibro Corporation. The transaction freed wealth locked inside Salomon’s partnership, so the firm’s owners suddenly had access to riches that until then existed mainly in the abstract. Almost all who benefited remained to run the newly enlarged firm. A small number were handed large checks and asked to leave. Bloomberg was one of them.5

As chief of information technology, Bloomberg had challenged the prevailing organizational structure. He had argued strenuously for a single firm-wide computer system to facilitate cooperation across departments and risk management across products, and he objected to a change in hiring policy when the firm sought to attract senior “rainmakers” from other houses rather than grooming from within. His strongly held, readily articulated views caused colleagues to believe Bloomberg thought he could run the firm better than the Executive Committee. As he later put it, he “stirred the pot, lost the battle,” and paid the price. At the age of thirty-nine, with ten million dollars in his pocket, Michael Bloomberg had to start over.6

A Child of the Fifties

When Michael was born, his father, William, was an accountant at a local dairy where he typically worked six or seven days a week. His mother, born Charlotte Rubens, had grown up in northern New Jersey, where as a young lady she worked during the day and earned a business degree from New York University at night, an achievement untypical of women in that era. She met her husband while working as an assistant auditor in a national dairy company. After she married and moved to Massachusetts, she kept house for her husband, their son, and a daughter, Marjorie, born a few years after her brother. Michael’s paternal grandparents, both Jewish, were East European immigrants “who never had much money,” Bloomberg recalled. He remembered his maternal grandparents, also Jewish, one born in Belarus, the other on Manhattan’s Lower East Side to Lithuanian immigrants, as financially comfortable.7

Bloomberg thought of himself as simply “American.” His high school had twenty-five Jewish students out of more than 680. It was a place where “we never felt any anti-Semitism,” one Jewish classmate remembered, “but we were really a minority, and we all stayed together.” All but Michael, who “was … on his own trip.” During a carefree childhood and adolescence, Bloomberg displayed the classic profile of a bored kid who acted up in school and disrupted classes with childish pranks. He channeled youthful energy into the Boy Scouts, where he learned “to be self-sufficient and, simultaneously, to live and work with others.” He became one of the organization’s youngest Eagle Scouts, and also “a science nut, [who] went to the science museum, was into wild animals, electrical things,” a childhood friend recounted to biographer Joyce Purnick. Sometimes, Bloomberg would bring home snakes. His sister frowned on this boyish practice since from time to time she would find Michael searching the house for one that had escaped from its cage.8

Bloomberg joined his high school debate team and the slide-rule club, and he worked after class, on weekends, and during summers for a small electronics company in Cambridge. He enrolled as an undergraduate at Johns Hopkins University planning on studying science. Rigorous data-gathering, dispassionate analysis, and tightly reasoned logic—hallmarks of the scientific method—became characteristic of Bloomberg’s decision-making. He was intellectually curious, but with a pragmatic outlook, not an academic one. When he discovered he would have to study German if he majored in physics, he switched to electrical engineering. Technical matters continued to spark his curiosity throughout his adult life. On a helicopter tour of a windfarm off the coast of Denmark in 2009, he leaned over to ask mayoral aide Rohit Aggarwala if the machines below were generating AC current or DC. “Boss,” Aggarwala replied laughing as he recounted the story, “I’m your policy guy. I have no idea.” A Danish engineer answered the question: AC. Bloomberg’s ability to grasp how the different elements of complex urban systems interacted, and his ability to tweak plans developed by experts to improve them, would impress city officials who worked with him.9

Bloomberg settled for academic mediocrity in college, focusing more on social activities than course work. He became Phi Kappa Psi’s first Jewish member, and served as fraternity president and class president. His mother was unsurprised. She remembered him from a very young age as the family member who wanted to organize things, who wanted to be in charge. He applied to Harvard Business School, due to peer pressure as he recalled it, but there was more to it than that. Bloomberg described his father as “an average working-class guy from Chelsea, Massachusetts” who thought Harvard a “rarefied and almost unattainable waypoint on the trail to the great American dream.” He thought Michael was “the most wonderful person on earth,” and he died while his son was still in college. The desire to honor his father motivated Michael Bloomberg, as did his love for his mother. In many ways, she was the more forceful presence in his upbringing, and she knew him well. When he told her he had been accepted to Harvard, she responded, “Don’t let it go to your head.” Michael would call her most mornings throughout his adult life. She lived to be 102, and when she died, he said of her: “Our mother’s unimpeachable integrity, fierce independence and constant love were gifts that profoundly shaped our lives. … Our family recognizes how truly blessed we have been to have her live such a long and full life, and to be able to carry her spirit with us forever.”10

Bloomberg’s reaction to one of the major concerns of his generation makes clear he was a child of the 1950s, not the more tumultuous 1960s. As his Harvard studies came to an end in 1966, so did his student deferment from the draft, which was no doubt part of his calculus to attend graduate school. He expected to be called to the armed forces and sent to Vietnam. He “didn’t relish the thought of getting shot while walking through the jungle,” he wrote, “but the thought of rebelling against our country never entered our minds. … Home, school, Boy Scouts, sports, politics, newspapers—everything in life taught us duty, loyalty, responsibility, sacrifice, patriotism.” He applied for officers’ training school, but a case of flat feet disqualified him. Political opponents would accuse him of dodging the war, but their charges were unconvincing.11

Bloomberg’s attitude toward race relations also dates from the 1950s, when the civil rights movement was a quest for the equal justice of a color-blind society, and the concept of affirmative action to level a tilted playing field had not yet gained currency. He remembered his father writing out an annual donation to the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, telling his son if people can discriminate against blacks, then they can discriminate against Jews and everyone else. The women’s liberation movement had not yet emerged and Medford’s married women kept house while the men worked. Bloomberg’s formative years took place at a time when America was self-confident, and the white men who ran it felt secure in their power. “If … any of the extraordinary events of the [1960s] moved Bloomberg in any way, he had never let on,” Elizabeth Kolbert would write in a New Yorker profile.12

America in the 1950s enjoyed a highly stable social and financial environment, but about the time Bloomberg joined Salomon in 1966, the financial system began to experience unusual stress. President Lyndon Johnson’s pursuit of an expensive war in Vietnam and expansive social programs in the United States ignited inflation with far-reaching consequences. By 1979 prices were rising by more than 13 percent a year, and “no other issue could rival [it] as a pressure on the American mind,” according to Theodore White, a shrewd observer of national politics. With the economy on the verge of crisis, Federal Reserve Board Chairman Paul Volcker forced interest rates up to frightening heights. The prime rate reached the unheard of level of 21.5 percent and a severe recession followed. The bold tactic worked, and by 1982 inflation subsided. The economy pivoted up, and a prolonged period of declining interest rates and renewed credit expansion began. A huge surge in financial markets followed. Americans held 17.5 million mutual fund accounts with $241 billion dollars in 1981. By 1985, the assets had doubled. By 2001, they had multiplied in size more than twenty-eight times, reaching $6,975 billion, sitting in 245 million accounts, and they continued to grow from there.13

An Entrepreneur Unbound

Technology and finance were both in the midst of revolutionary changes in 1981, the year Salomon cashiered Bloomberg. As he contemplated options, he knew he had too much energy to retire on the fortune he had made, and he found the notion of returning to a trading desk somewhere else unappealing, so he decided to start his own company. “There were better traders and sales people,” he acknowledged. “There were better managers and computer experts,” as well. “But nobody had more knowledge of the securities and investment industries and of how technology could help them,” he concluded. He would build a business, “around a collection of securities data, giving people the ability to select what each individually thought the most useful parts, and then providing computer software that would let non-mathematicians do analysis on that information.” From his own experience, he knew how valuable securities traders would find it. So Michael Bloomberg, who had come to run the information systems at one of Wall Street’s biggest trading houses by accident, set out to create an information technology business serving the financial industry at just the moment when both sectors were poised for explosive growth.14

Bloomberg had an entrepreneur’s pluck. He rented an office, hired a team, and hustled to generate income through consulting assignments while building the technology system he imagined. At a crucial meeting, a Merrill Lynch executive asked his technology chief if he wanted the type of machine Bloomberg promised. “I think we should do it internally, build it ourselves,” the man replied, but he had too many other commitments to start on the project for another six months. “I’ll get it done in six months and if you don’t like it, you don’t have to pay for it,” Bloomberg promised. The race was on. The team he assembled delivered the system against formidable challenges and secured Merrill Lynch as a client. Soon the firm made an investment in Bloomberg LP. The relationship brought the young enterprise tangible benefits and priceless credibility.15

Bloomberg’s machines were carefully crafted to fit on a trader’s desk. At first they provided selected, real-time market data through electronic feeds, focusing on bonds at just about the time Paul Volcker’s decision to let interest rates rise made bond trading trickier than ever. The new technology steadily replaced quaint practices that involved someone, somewhere copying down rows and columns of numbers with a pencil onto pieces of paper and faxing them around to users. The new system worked faster and more accurately than human beings. In 1987, Bloomberg LP became the source of US government bond prices for the Wall Street Journal and the Associated Press, replacing the New York Federal Reserve Bank as the definitive provider of the single most important piece of financial information published in the United States. Until then, a runner holding two or three sheets of legal size paper with handwritten notes on front and back battled rush-hour traffic from downtown to midtown to allow the news services to meet deadlines.16

On September 22, 1988, the financial industry took public note of Bloomberg’s company when Michael M. Miller and Matthew Winkler wrote a front-page article for the Wall Street Journal. “Michael Bloomberg, a breezy, profane former Salomon Brothers trader runs a small company with a high tech product,” they informed their readers. “If Mr. Bloomberg has his way, he and his creation will transform the $4 trillion global bond market.” The plan, they wrote, “seems almost too audacious.” At the time, the company had 225 employees, $60 million in revenues and a chief executive with a “puckish sense of humor and a prodigious temper,” the reporters wrote. “I do tend to break phones all the time,” Bloomberg confessed. Staff learned to calculate the length of the cord attached to the receiver so they could stand outside its reach and avoid injury when the boss hurled it at them.17

Unlike the market for stocks, no exchange captured the price of a bond in a single place. Each investment bank arrived at its own calculation, complicating life for investors and at times leaving them at the mercy of traders who used the complex inconsistencies to engineer profits for themselves. The Journal explained the value of the little machine Bloomberg’s company peddled in the terms of the industry it served. “A bond’s value can be altered by dozens of arcane factors, ranging from early redemptions, to coupon reinvestment rates to principal repayment rates. The Bloomberg can calculate what a bond would be worth if any of these factors change.” Users could also compare the value of different securities and see historical data. Rival services offered less data and cruder analytics. One client summed it up for the journalists and readers: “He has a product no one else has.”18

Bloomberg, as CEO, did a little bit of everything in the company’s early days. Securing the most important accounts was a paramount task, but for a time he signed every contract, paid every bill, did the hiring and firing, bought the coffee, sodas, cookies, and chips, wrote and handed out paychecks personally to each and every one of his company’s New York City employees. “I used a screwdriver as much as a pencil,” he wrote. “Amid old McDonald’s hamburger wrappers and mouse droppings, a half dozen of us dragged wires from our computers to the keyboards and screens we were putting in place, stuffing the cables through holes we drilled in other people’s furniture—all without permission, violating every fire law, building code and union regulation in the books,” he reminisced in his memoir. “It’s amazing we did not burn down some office or electrocute ourselves. At the end of the day, ten or eleven o’clock at night, we’d turn it on and watch what we’d created come alive. It was so satisfying.”19

Bloomberg recognized that “from our first day” the company he founded “was making news with numbers.” His data-centric business overlapped with the type of text-based information Dow Jones delivered to financial institutions in the United States and Reuters delivered in Europe. Either his company would displace the two installed giants, or they would smother his company, he reasoned. His response demonstrated the quality that sets apart the most successful entrepreneurs from others—the nerve to experience simultaneously the overwhelming fear of extinction and a fearless determination to destroy rivals. Ordinary people find the cognitive dissonance of such situations paralyzing. Bloomberg hired Matt Winkler, the Wall Street Journal reporter who had written about his company, to create a global news service. In time, with the seeming inevitability that follows the intense sweat of hard-won success, Bloomberg LP grew into a global media empire. Bloomberg News became “the chronicle of capitalism.”20

Bloomberg combined the decision-making traits of an entrepreneur and a trader. Like most successful leaders of start-up businesses, he had little patience for process and cared only about results. “Whenever one of my employees designs a form or writes a memo, I walk out into the hallway and make a big deal of tearing it up,” he once said. “The last thing we need are lots of forms and procedures and policies.” His company did not use titles, had no private offices and no executive dining room. Instead he provided large fish tanks that he believed created a calm atmosphere, and free snacks. He found efforts by established news organizations to prevent his upstart company from securing press credentials or other rights typical of a media firm nothing more than thinly disguised exercises in self-perpetuating privilege. Obstacles and setbacks were parts of the landscape, to be avoided or overcome and passed by on the way to a goal, not topics to dwell on. Each transaction was a discrete event. As soon as one was complete, he moved on to the next with little introspective reflection. “He doesn’t have self-doubts. There’s no hand-wringing. It goes back to the trader’s mentality. You take a shot, and if you’re wrong, you go on to the next one,” Bloomberg’s friend, Morris Offit, would say of him.21

By the new millennium, the company Bloomberg created had become an indispensable component of the world financial system. The little machine that bore his name was nearly as ubiquitous as the telephone in the realm of institutional finance. It sat on the desk of virtually every capital markets trader, financial economist, professional investor, and central banker in the world, channeling data, graphs and tables, financial analysis, news stories, and later streaming videos, to the men and women who controlled the world’s money. It became a status symbol among decision-makers because anyone who was anyone had one. By the end of 2000, Bloomberg LP employed 7,000 people, who ran seventy-nine news bureaus and ten television networks to serve 150,000 subscribers around the world. Its eponymous principal shareholder owned 72 percent of it and had become wealthy beyond imagination. Forbes reported his fortune worth over $4.0 billion in 2000 and ranked him number seventy-two on its list of the world’s richest people. Shrewd analysts thought the figure hugely understated. By 2002, some reports valued Bloomberg’s worth at $7.5 billion, making him, perhaps, the richest man in New York City. By the time Bloomberg left City Hall in 2013, he owned more than 90 percent of Bloomberg LP and estimates of his net worth exceeded $30 billion. A 2016 report put it at more than $40 billion.22

Restless

In 1976, Bloomberg married a British woman named Susan Brown. They had two daughters, Emma and Georgina. In 1993 they divorced with rare civility. “Nothing went wrong per se,” Bloomberg wrote. “We just developed separate lives doing different things. One day, we looked back and found things had changed.” Brown remembered it as her decision. She spent too much time home alone while Bloomberg built his business. The parents continued to raise their children together “as a unit,” but at the age of fifty-one, Michael Bloomberg was once again a bachelor.23

With characteristic ambition, the businessman-media mogul began to navigate the social scene of Manhattan’s elite, joining the boards of Lincoln Center, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the New York Public Library, the Central Park Conservancy, and on and on. His nights became a series of black tie cocktails and charity dinners. The women who accompanied him sometimes towered over his diminutive five-foot-seven-inch frame. Gossip columnists recognized his dates as smart, attractive women successful in their own rights. They credited the man with good taste; the New York Post’s celebrity-focused Page Six awarded Bloomberg the title of “anti-bimbo billionaire.” The tycoon cold-called New Yorkers of influence and invited them to lunch. Charlie Rose, who interviewed the good and the great of all stripes, taped his television show in Bloomberg’s studios. The boss often stopped by to introduce himself to the guests and to chat with them. He described his life in a 1996 interview with the London Guardian. “Let me put it this way. I like the theater, dining and chasing women,” he said. “I’m a single, straight billionaire living in Manhattan. What do you think? It’s a wet dream.” In time, he settled into a long-term relationship with Diana Taylor, a successful investment banker with a blend of beauty and brains that appealed to him. After he became mayor, at an event that included Lady Gaga, reporters questioned him about his flirtatious behavior with the theatrical diva. “The best kiss of the night came later, from Diana,” he responded.24

It would be easy to interpret Michael Bloomberg’s behavior as a rising outsider’s quest for social acceptance. The first time the boy who had grown up in suburban Medford found himself dining at La Cote Basque, one of Manhattan’s most elegant restaurants, he gawked at the opulence. A friend remembers Bloomberg as aspiring to crash New York’s A-list parties. His driver’s license claimed he was five foot ten. He himself once said, “All repetitively successful people have an inferiority complex.” Yet, Bloomberg always seemed willing to do his own thing his own way. Once he had arrived, he seemed to take it for granted that he belonged to the city’s social elite, and in fact thought it natural that he would lead it. For the most part, Bloomberg projected preternatural confidence. He liked parties, possessed a salesman’s love of people and harbored genuine curiosity about any person of accomplishment. He also harbored restless ambition. Meeting the rich, the famous, and the powerful was interesting and fun, and bound to be good for business.25

The mogul also became a philanthropist, a decision he attributed to the values instilled in him as a Boy Scout, and by his parents at the family dinner table, where once a year his father read out loud for his children’s benefit the names of friends who had contributed to important causes. A college friend recalled Bloomberg saying that the three most important jobs in the world were President of the World Bank, Secretary General of the United Nations, and President of the United States, because they had the power to make the world a better place.

Unsurprisingly, Bloomberg’s riches drew politicians toward him. “As a wealthy Democrat who has given consistently to my party, I am called repeatedly by every Democratic candidate,” he reported. All claimed to want his “insightful views,” and to “tap my vast array of experiences,” he wrote, “when what they really wanted, was a significant contribution to their campaign fund. … Do I give?” he asked rhetorically. “Of course. Democracy only works if we support it. The alternatives are untenable and I certainly want to leave a free, healthy country for my kids,” he explained.26

For all his success, for all the gratification he experienced from his ability to do good things, and from the respect it earned him and the influence it gave him, Bloomberg remained ambitious. “Periodically,” he wrote, “I get frustrated” with the bureaucracy that creeps insidiously into organizations as they grow. When that happened, Bloomberg would “dream of starting again.” Yet, he had no interest in selling the company he built. The highly profitable enterprise generated vastly more cash than any rational person needed, so the money a sale would bring offered little incentive. And he asked himself, “What would I do if I sold it? Go into politics?” He knew himself well enough to know he had “no interest in being a legislator. The pace, the focus, and the compromises don’t appeal to me,” he wrote. Yet, when a Financial Times journalist interviewed him in London in 1997 during a promotional tour for his memoir published that year, he let on that someday he might very well run for mayor of New York City, an executive role. “I think I’d be great” at it, he bragged.27


Chapter Two

Restoration Interrupted

Bloomberg would not campaign for City Hall in 1997. “The challengers jockeying for position to win the Democratic primary for mayor are competing for the privilege of being shellacked in the fall” by Rudy Giuliani, New York Times columnist Maureen Dowd wrote early that year. Things turned out precisely as she predicted.1

Rudy’s World

Giuliani, a former federal prosecutor, won the election for mayor in 1993 atop the Republican and Liberal party lines. Registered Democrats outnumbered Republicans five to one in New York City, and the Liberal Party’s membership was tiny, so Giuliani’s success was unusual. His margin of victory was the narrowest since 1905, and more or less mirrored the slim gap by which he lost in 1989 to the same opponent, David Dinkins, the city’s first African American mayor. The 1993 voting statistics tell a stark tale of race relations in New York City. Giuliani won nearly 80 percent of white votes and almost 40 percent of Latinos. Almost no blacks voted for him. Dinkins won well over 90 percent of African American votes and more than 60 percent of Latino ballots. Just 23 percent of whites chose him. Two ethnic coalitions, one composed predominantly of moderate and conservative whites with some support from more conservative Latinos, the other composed predominantly of people of color plus the city’s most liberal whites, had been competing for power in New York since the 1960s. By the time Giuliani and Dinkins confronted each other in their quests for power, the two coalitions’ numbers were fairly evenly matched. Giuliani’s victory came from barely more than half the city, amidst dispiriting accusations from blacks that racism explained the outcome.2

One aspect of Giuliani’s mandate was undisputed. New Yorkers of every color and from every borough desperately sought relief from the onslaught of crime the city had suffered since the 1960s. William Bratton, Giuliani’s first police commissioner, implemented the now-famous Compstat program. NYPD analysts mapped all the serious crimes reported in the city and, at Weekly Crime Control Strategy Meetings, police brass used the intelligence to hold local commanders relentlessly accountable for reducing lawlessness in their precincts. The smarter deployment of patrols discouraged crimes, and a crackdown on quality-of-life violations caused arrests for misdemeanors to surge. Aggressive use of the city’s business licensing power crippled organized crime families that had dominated entire industries for decades. One year after his inauguration, Giuliani held a press conference with his highly popular police commissioner to announce crime in New York City had fallen in every important category during 1994. By the end of Giuliani’s first term murders had fallen more than 60 percent, and the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s index of seven major crimes fell by more than 40 percent in New York. Public places lost the sense of danger that had pervaded them for years, and people credited Rudy Giuliani with fulfilling his promise to restore order to a city at risk of spinning out of control.3

Giuliani responded to the $2.3 billion budget gap he inherited with cuts to every city agency except for the police and fire departments. In his 1995 State of the City address, he declared that he would require anyone who received city aid to work. A year later, the welfare roll was 18 percent lower, and by the time Giuliani left office it had fallen from 1.2 million to under five hundred thousand, fewer than at any time since 1966. With many “ifs, ands and buts,” the executive director of the New York State Financial Control Board declared that Giuliani’s early budget management made “very, very important progress toward fiscal stability.” An economic surge and a spike in Wall Street profits boosted city tax revenues, creating a $1.3 billion surplus by June 30, 1997. The good fortune allowed Giuliani and the city council to write themselves an election year budget more than 7 percent richer than the year before, and they created a $500 million emergency pool as well. Moody’s Investors Service announced a “positive” credit outlook for city bonds. In 1997, Fortune magazine rated New York the nation’s most improved city for conducting business, just in time for Giuliani’s reelection campaign.4

With the lowest turnout in memory for a Democratic primary, Manhattan Borough President Ruth Messinger, the darling of Upper West Side Jewish liberals, won just over 39 percent of the vote in 1997. That left her shy of the 40 percent required to win her party’s nomination without a runoff against Reverend Al Sharpton, a champion of social justice to blacks and a racial rabble-rouser to whites, who came in second with 32 percent. A head-to-head contest loomed, but after counting absentee ballots and correcting some tabulation discrepancies, the Board of Elections ruled Messinger the winner with just over 40 percent. On Election Day, Giuliani trounced her, 57 percent to 41 percent. Whites voted for Giuliani and blacks against him by margins of roughly four to one. Giuliani won a modestly higher percent of Latino votes in 1997 than in 1993. The Republican’s easy trot to victory in heavily Democratic New York caused many to believe the city had entered a period of post-ideological politics. Abstract philosophical beliefs seemed to matter less to a majority of voters than effectiveness running a city bureaucracy that many had deemed unmanageable just four years before. Yet, despite the triumphant reelection, the stark racial voting pattern made it clear that on that most troublesome of American fault lines—race—the city remained as divided as when Giuliani first entered office.5

Nine days into his first term, a confrontation at a Harlem Mosque between the police and Louis Farrakhan’s Nation of Islam set a negative tone for Giuliani’s relationship with the city’s African Americans, and it never recovered. Asserting he would not acquiesce to intimidation, Giuliani refused to meet with most African American elected officials or other black leaders throughout his two terms in office. The resentment his posture caused was extreme, and counterproductive when racially charged incidents occurred, like the brutal attack by a sadistic cop on a Haitian immigrant named Abner Louima in August 1997, and the police shooting of a West African man named Amadou Diallo in February 1999. The Diallo shooting had far-reaching political repercussions. The raw facts—forty-one bullets fired by four cops at an unarmed black man standing in the doorway of his own apartment, a man with no history of arrests and no connection to violence or crime—struck a public nerve. The tragedy caused a majority of New Yorkers, including most whites, to believe the Giuliani administration’s approach to policing had gone too far and endangered people it meant to protect.6

By the time Giuliani delivered his second inaugural address, despite his successes and convincing reelection, a lot of New Yorkers had come to see him as strangely flawed. His ego seemed to make it impossible to share the spotlight with anyone. Despite William Bratton’s remarkable record policing the city during Giuliani’s first two years in office, the mayor forced him to resign after Time magazine ran a photo of the law enforcement official on its cover. Giuliani bullied popular Schools Chancellor Ramon Cortines into departing in June 1995, and after a somewhat extended honeymoon, engineered the dismissal of his well-respected successor, Rudy Crew. At the annual Inner Circle City Hall press charity show in 1997, he dressed up like a woman, replete with fishnet stockings, lipstick, and high heels. He would repeat the drag queen act several more times in various settings. Giuliani threatened to revoke funding for the Brooklyn Museum and to cancel its lease if it did not withdraw an exhibit he found offensive. Two-thirds of New Yorkers objected to the mayor’s interference with artistic freedom. His administration lost twenty-seven of thirty-one First Amendment lawsuits brought by the American Civil Liberties Union. Bizarrely, in one speech Giuliani defined freedom “as the willingness of every single human being to cede to lawful authority a great deal of discretion about what you do and how you do it.”7

Observant analysts realized that Giuliani’s early commitment to reducing the municipal workforce and improving its efficiency had given way over time to renewed bureaucratic bloat and machine style politics. Ray Harding and the inaptly named Liberal Party he controlled became rich beneficiaries of city government largesse. Municipal judgeships, awarded by mayors Koch and Dinkins to candidates deemed qualified by an independent commission, became rewards for Giuliani loyalists without the benefit of professional screening. By the end of his second term, the city payroll Giuliani pledged to cut had ballooned to its highest level ever.8

Giuliani’s personal life diminished public confidence in him as well. His wife, Donna Hanover, became nearly invisible after his first year in office. Rumors of a Giuliani romance with a City Hall staffer circulated for years amidst emphatic denials, only to be replaced by new ones involving a pharmaceutical executive named Judith Nathan. When he contemplated a run for the US Senate against Hillary Clinton as a stepping stone to the White House, his marital status became an issue. One afternoon, without alerting his wife or children in advance, Giuliani announced he would seek a divorce. He moved out of Gracie Mansion, the mayor’s official residence, where his wife and children remained, and moved into the home of a longtime friend who shared an apartment with his gay lover. In April 2000, about the same time the marriage scandal began to develop momentum, Giuliani announced doctors had diagnosed him with prostate cancer, and he dropped out of the senate race.9

Shortly after his reelection in 1997, almost three-quarters of the city approved of the job Rudy Giuliani was doing, including more than half of its African Americans, even though most had voted for another candidate. By March 2000, the citywide approval figure had fallen below one-third, and a Quinnipiac College Poll in April of that year reported 91 percent of African Americans disapproved of Giuliani. The citywide approval number recovered to 55 percent by November 2000, but the mayor’s combative personality had polarized the city, and were he allowed to seek a third term, just 41 percent would support him. A term-limit law that allowed most elected city officials to serve only twice had been adopted while Giuliani was mayor, so another term was not an option anyway. His time in office was coming to a close as primaries approached in September 2001. The Democratic contest would choose a candidate for the city’s dominant party, and the Republican one generated more interest than usual because billionaire Michael Bloomberg had decided to run.10

Punch Line Candidate

Never in New York City history had one Republican mayor succeeded another, so as maneuvering for the 2001 mayor’s race began, local politicians anticipated the restoration of City Hall to its natural state as a Democratic enclave.11

The New York City Republican Party primary rarely generated drama. The organization was a withered thing that lacked the tensile strength to hold on to a shape. Just 15 percent of Queens voters pledged Republican allegiance, and less than 12 percent in Manhattan, for the most part a shrinking sampling of Upper East Siders. Ten percent of Brooklyn voters and just 8 percent in the Bronx confessed to Republican affiliation. Tiny Staten Island had the largest proportion of Republican stalwarts, over 30 percent of citizens registered to vote. The organization offered candidates little beyond a line on the ballot. Rather than deliver resources to a chosen champion, it expected its nominees to self-nourish their campaigns. Its candidates for mayor often seemed indistinguishable from Democrats on matters that defined national fault lines. New York City Republican candidates for mayor tended to favor gun control and amnesty for undocumented immigrants, gay pride and abortion rights. Bloomberg supported all those positions.12

As early as 1999, Herman Badillo made clear that he would run for mayor in 2001, for the first time as a Republican. He ran as a Democrat in 1973, 1977, and 1985 but never won the nomination. In 1981 and 1993, he ended exploratory campaigns early after failing to gain traction. Orphaned at the age of five and raised by an aunt, Badillo had worked his way through high school, college, and law school, earning a certified public accountant’s credentials along the way. He went on to become the first man born in Puerto Rico to serve as a city commissioner, to win election as borough president, and to win election to the US Congress. In 1993, he jumped on Giuliani’s ticket to run for comptroller as a Republican, but lost. Afterward, he formally switched parties. As longtime observer of city politics Warren Moscow used to say, Republicans had been known to award their party’s top spot in municipal elections without a primary to the “first loser who agreed to accept it.” It seemed plausible Badillo would be selected, to go down in defeat yet again.13

Bloomberg’s plans changed things. For years he had been discussing the possibility of a mayoral run with Patti Harris, an elegant and sophisticated woman who oversaw Bloomberg’s philanthropic activities and was his closest confidante. She had served in the Koch administration on the city Arts Commission and had connections to government and politics that Bloomberg lacked. As it happened, in 1997 Senator Daniel Moynihan’s chief of staff, Kevin Sheekey, reached out to her. The boyish looking political professional was primed for a career change, and as a result of work related to the Senate Finance Committee, he believed that government regulations would become increasingly important for Bloomberg LP. He told Harris the firm should hire him to represent it in Washington, DC. Harris had been discussing the need for a lobbyist with Bloomberg at the time, so she arranged for Sheekey and Bloomberg to meet. The two men “shot the shit” for an hour. “Do you think I should run for mayor of New York City?” Bloomberg asked early on. Sheekey responded, “I don’t know anything about running for mayor of New York, but don’t ever tell anyone you are not running since it’s great promotion.” At the end of the session Bloomberg asked, “When can you start, and how much do they pay for these sorts of things?” Sheekey “threw out a number” that twenty-four hours later he concluded was too low since it became his starting salary without negotiation.14

In the years that followed, Sheekey and Harris invited a range of academics and policy experts to school Bloomberg in the ways of city government, and they arranged for their boss to meet important elected officials, Democrats and Republicans. “You need to make your friends before you need them,” Sheekey told Bloomberg. Douglas Schoen, Senator Moynihan’s pollster, went on retainer with Bloomberg, and so did Bill Cunningham, a white-haired, blunt-talking political pro who had worked with Sheekey in Senator Moynihan’s office, as well as on the staffs of governors Hugh Carey and Mario Cuomo. Cunningham had also been part of Cuomo’s losing 1977 mayoral race and Richard Ravitch’s forlorn quest for City Hall in 1989. “You learn a lot on losing campaigns,” he concluded.15

At his first meeting with Bloomberg, a lunch that Harris and Sheekey joined, Cunningham asked Bloomberg why he wanted to be mayor. The confident man explained how he would bring his management acumen to the job. “That’s not what I meant,” Cunningham said. “You are wealthy. You have a nice life. You don’t understand what guys like me do to guys like you in a campaign. The only thing worse than a billionaire is a landlord, so I’ll give you that. But you’ll be cut to pieces.” At that point Bloomberg began yelling at Cunningham in the restaurant, telling him that guys like him were the problem with politics. At the end of the meal, Bloomberg summarily returned to his office. “That went pretty well,” Harris and Sheekey assured Cunningham, to his surprise. The next day, Bloomberg called him and asked that they stay in touch.16

Bloomberg gradually ramped up his public speaking schedule, and Sheekey “plant[ed] plenty of stories about Mike thinking of running” for mayor. It was the kind of rumor the press loved to report, even though few political insiders took the idea seriously. Eventually, though, there came a “tipping point.” A credible campaign would require a different intensity of activity. In January 2001, Bloomberg acknowledged it was time to decide, and he scheduled a dinner with Sheekey and Harris where he said the three of them would take a vote. Like Cunningham, the two loyal aides feared Bloomberg did not really understand how running for mayor would disrupt his life. They felt obligated to contrast their boss’s extraordinary business, philanthropic, and personal circumstances to the downside of politics played ugly. They prepared for a detailed discussion to protect Bloomberg from making a naïve decision he might later regret. At dinner, each ordered a glass of wine. When the waiter served them, Bloomberg raised his and said: “Okay, so we’re going to do this thing. I guess we should toast.” Sheekey recalled he and Harris “looked at each other with our mouths open,” as they realized Bloomberg had decided the matter with a “vote of one.”17

The idea that Bloomberg might run for mayor created a stir among New York businessmen. Some had encouraged him to enter the arena. They worried that a Democratic restoration would return the city to policies that, in their view, had left it in sorry shape. Others who knew Bloomberg well, and who understood his impatience for getting things done, were unsure it was such a good idea. He did not seem to fit naturally atop a famously sprawling bureaucracy. Nor was it clear that the management skills and style he had developed as the head of a privately held company prepared him for the job. Bloomberg LP held no messy public shareholder meetings, it had no unions requiring tough negotiations, and included no independent board that could impose demands on its CEO the way big city stakeholders often imposed themselves on a mayor. Bloomberg had learned more about municipal affairs than the typical citizen, but he still had nowhere near the level of understanding required to run the city, or even to campaign competently. He talked to groups of employees all the time and had no reservations about public speaking, but he was not good at it. He recited information in a somewhat nasal, uninspiring monotone. He had never run for office of any kind, and he had never contended with the rough-and-tumble of New York City politics. Since consolidation in 1898, New Yorkers had never elected a businessman mayor. Bloomberg was virtually unknown outside the worlds of high finance and fancy philanthropy. To Bloomberg, none of that mattered. His belief that he could manage New York City government better than any of the likely contenders fueled his ambition.18

By the time Bloomberg made up his mind, his company had hired Edward Skyler, a sinewy six-foot-four-inch University of Pennsylvania history graduate who put himself through law school at Fordham at night while working in the city parks department press office, and then in City Hall as a deputy press secretary to Mayor Giuliani. He would serve as Bloomberg’s campaign press secretary and in time become one of his most important deputies. Jonathan Capehart, a Pulitzer Prize–winning member of the Daily News editorial board, had also joined Bloomberg LP. He became responsible for developing the boss’s policy positions. Peter Madonia, a streetwise New Yorker who grew up in the Bronx, who had served as chief of staff to Koch deputy mayor Nathaniel Leventhal and as first deputy commissioner in the fire department, among other city jobs, volunteered after Patti Harris reached out to him. A small cluster of former Koch and Giuliani officials also signed on. Just as no one at Bloomberg’s company had titles, none of his campaign staff did. They operated like the “Knights of the Round Table,” according to Cunningham, who found it odd that Bloomberg “hired political consultants, but then ‘resisted’ them.” Challenged them might be a more precise word. It was the way Bloomberg, labeled “argumentative” by his high school classmates when asked to describe him for the yearbook in a single word, honed his thinking. Cunningham learned he and Bloomberg could disagree about something vehemently and shortly afterward move on to the next topic without residual rancor.19

Soon after Bloomberg decided to run, Patti Harris arranged to meet with David Garth, a living legend in New York City politics who had managed successful mayoral campaigns for John Lindsay, Ed Koch, and Rudy Giuliani. Harris and Sheekey sat down with him at a table hidden in an alcove way in the back of Café Des Artistes, the Upper West Side power restaurant of choice for Garth’s generation of New Yorker. The political savant told Sheekey and Harris that he had been thinking about the upcoming mayoralty election and none of the Democrats appealed. In his judgment, none were up to the task of managing the city through tough days on the horizon. At the time, a national recession was gathering momentum with discouraging implications for the local economy and city revenue. Garth thought Bloomberg a better choice, and astonishingly, months before 9/11, Sheekey claims Garth was “fearful” New York City “may be subject to an attack.” An inauspicious initial meeting between Garth and Bloomberg followed. “This guy was in love with himself,” Garth told Joyce Purnick sometime later. “He’s a prick, all right? But he has empathy for people—blacks and Jews, you know?” In any event, Garth figured it would be an interesting campaign, and lucrative. He signed on after cutting a “not inconsiderable deal” as Sheekey described it, adding wisdom and a welcome dose of credibility to the political novice’s quest. Garth’s relationship with Rudy Giuliani would also prove critical later.20

Bloomberg had quietly changed his political affiliation from Democrat to Republican late in 2000, shortly before the deadline for official registration that allowed a candidate to enter a primary contest in New York without special approval from party leaders. In one of his earliest interviews after deciding to run, Bloomberg explained his decision to switch. “The majority party always protects the insiders, the party faithful, the loyalists,” he said. “Somebody like me as an outsider, would never get through the primary in the case of the Democrats.” Doug Schoen’s polling had revealed Bloomberg had no chance to win a Democratic contest against a crop of well-established contenders. The numbers did not reveal a path to City Hall for Bloomberg on the Republican ticket either, but at least it offered the prospect of a general election ballot line. Ironically, the Republican Party’s weakness appealed to Bloomberg. The feeble organization attracted less interest than Democratic contests from interest groups that wielded disproportionate power in low-turnout primaries, and that often used their influence to force promises in return for support. Bloomberg wanted to control his campaign himself.21

New York City enacted campaign finance laws in the years prior to 2001. The rules allowed for public funds to match all contributions up to $250 on a four to one basis—five to one if an opponent declined to participate in the system, later changed to six to one for up to $175. It capped the amount a candidate could spend in a primary and in a general election campaign, with higher limits for candidates who agreed to the voluntary program if an opponent did not. Bloomberg knew he would have to rely on his vast wealth to run a serious effort, so he declined to participate in the public program. Starved of resources, New York City Republicans often proved amenable to wealthy businessmen prepared to pledge their own money to mount a campaign. But the tactic hardly ensured success. In 1989, cosmetics heir Ronald Lauder spent nearly $14 million, five times more than Rudy Giuliani in the GOP primary, and he had the support of important party leaders in a bid that ended in humiliating defeat. In any event, Republican Governor George Pataki and party leaders welcomed Bloomberg with open pockets. Bloomberg hoped they could pressure Badillo to bow out, but the fiercely independent man would have none of it.22

The 2001 New York City Republican primary turned into a contest between two extraordinary self-made men, one a billionaire-businessman-Jewish-Democrat-turned-Republican, the other a veteran-politician-Puerto Rican-Democrat-turned-Republican. Such is the peculiar nature of New York City’s GOP. Badillo, long a combatant in the city’s political wars, had made his share of enemies and had joined a party that included few Puerto Ricans, his natural political base. He struggled to raise the funds needed to mount a serious campaign. Bloomberg lacked his opponent’s baggage, brought with him suitcases filled with his own money, and played better with a party that preferred whites to candidates of color. From the beginning, pundits deemed him the likely winner and his campaign focused on the general election in November, not just the voters eligible for the September primary.23

The Republican nomination alone has almost never attracted enough votes to elect a New York mayor. Fiorello La Guardia and John Lindsay had both required additional ballot lines to provide disaffected Democrats a way to vote for them without supporting a Republican Party offensive to many New Yorkers at the national level. The same was true of Rudy Giuliani’s first victory when the Liberal Party provided his margin of victory. The Bloomberg team sought a second spot on the ballot, and the Independence Party had one available. Founded to support Ross Perot’s 1992 third-party bid for president, a somewhat nihilist group with an abstract commitment to an open political process had secured control of it in New York by 2001. Its leaders adopted the position that elections should be nonpartisan to eliminate the pernicious influence of party politics, an ironic mission for a political party. Bloomberg favored nonpartisan elections, and the idea fit with the rationale for his campaign—that he was an expert manager whose executive skill would serve the city better than party politicians pursuing power for its own sake. So he signed up to support nonpartisan elections and the Independence Party awarded him its nomination. The marriage of convenience came with a dowry. Bloomberg became the party’s principal source of money. Inevitably, he had to explain his affiliation with an organization that included Lenora Fulani, a prominent party leader who had made some fiercely anti-Semitic remarks. Bloomberg simply rebuffed questions on the topic. “I’m not an anti-Semite, so why does this matter?” he said, adding that the party, not Fulani, had endorsed him. A few weeks later, after the New York Times reported Bloomberg belonged to four private clubs whose members were almost exclusively white, he defused the implication he was racially insensitive by resigning from them.24

Management competence was the simple—opponents said simplistic—reason Bloomberg thought himself qualified to be mayor. As the successful chief executive of a major corporation he had the administrative experience to run New York City government effectively. “The fact that I’ve shown that I do know how to manage something … seems to me to be an attribute,” he told a reporter. He dismissed the experience of the Democrats running. “Let’s get serious here. What skill does the public advocate or the comptroller or the speaker of the city council have to run the city?” he asked a reporter interviewing him. “There’s absolutely nothing I can think of that they have done. Maybe they have a better knowledge of details of programs than I do, which is useful, but that’s what you have your staff for!” he offered. He was running to be chief executive of the city, not chief operating officer.25

Bloomberg also emphasized that his extensive philanthropy demonstrated his love of New York City and his devotion to public service. In 2000, Bloomberg donated over $100 million to more than five hundred charities, two hundred of them for the first time and seventy-nine of those based in New York City. Critics accused him of a calculated effort to convert good will into votes, and of staging publicity events when newspapers showed him serving food to the indigent or helping to paint a school. He found the claims offensive, “total bull” he called them, since he had long been doing those sorts of things. Bloomberg also promoted the idea that he would owe no favors to interest groups because he would finance his own campaign. When asked by a journalist if he would spend as much as $30 million to pursue his quest, he responded the number was too high. “At some point, you start to look obscene,” he observed.26

Bloomberg, like much of Manhattan’s elite, was a social liberal. “You are not going to find much difference between any of the other four and me,” he told a journalist, referring to the policy stands of the Democrats seeking the mayor’s job. Education would be his top priority. He wanted to be the mayor who turned around the city’s schools the way Mayor Giuliani had turned around the seemingly intractable problem of crime in the streets. And like the other candidates, he emphasized the need to improve relations between the police and black and Latino communities while maintaining public safety. His pitch suggested he had the management talent people liked about Rudy Giuliani, without the antagonistic personality.27

In June 2001, on the day after candidates filed petitions signed by registered party members to qualify for the primary ballot, working with media consultant Bill Knapp, Bloomberg’s team launched biographical television ads to introduce him to the public and to develop name recognition. They featured him as “Mike” rather than the more formal Michael, and emphasized his middle-class roots, describing him as the son of an accountant who as a young man had parked cars to help pay his way through college and whose mother went back to work to pay the bills after his father died. He came to New York and worked hard, started a company, and made himself successful. A vote for Mike Bloomberg, the ads suggested, was a vote for the American Dream. From the beginning, they aired on Spanish-language television stations as well as English ones. To the surprise of local political veterans, on the day the campaign began, Bloomberg was out of state at a daughter’s graduation ceremony in Princeton, New Jersey. That caused some reporters to view his approach to running for mayor of New York City as decidedly casual—“a remote control candidacy,” that was little more than “a gold-plated pipedream,” one called it.28

Candidate Bloomberg’s relationship with New York’s hardened political journalists started off bad and then got worse. Shortly after filing to run, clad in his financial executive suit and tasseled loafers, Bloomberg made his formal announcement for mayor. Then he took the first question from Gabe Pressman, dean of the City Hall press corps. After he answered, Pressman asked a follow-up. Bloomberg demurred telling the man he had been given his turn. Pressman lectured the candidate that at this type of event, custom allowed him one additional question. “Maybe that’s how others do it and that’s fine,” Bloomberg told the man who had been covering New York City mayors for some fifty years by then, “but I’m going to do it my way and give someone else a chance. If we have time at the end, I’ll come back to you.” Pressman was incensed and his fellow reporters flabbergasted. The journalists proceeded to haze the candidate. His gaffes made it easy.29

Early in the campaign, Bloomberg declared sanitation men had a more dangerous job than the police. Long-term health data supported the claim, but the comment earned ridicule. When a Queens woman asked Bloomberg his views on school prayer, he replied that as a young student he had recited the Pledge of Allegiance and the Lord’s Prayer every day as a boy and that it served to remind youngsters of “more important things.” Strong local views on separation of church and state, particularly among Jews who no doubt wondered why one of their own favored a Christian prayer, made the comment impolitic and caused the candidate to look like an amateur. To press secretary Ed Skyler’s politically attuned ear, Bloomberg’s gaffes fit the classic definition of a campaign mistake: “When a politician says something that’s true.” The facts were not wrong, “but why would you go there?” the press secretary found himself wondering on a regular basis. Bloomberg lacked a politician’s sensitivity for understanding how his words would be interpreted. “It was tough to keep him on message,” Skyler found. When Bloomberg made a sarcastic remark suggesting that, as mayor, he would exile the City Hall press room to Staten Island, in addition to offending the reporters writing about him, he insulted the borough that housed the largest proportion of Republican voters. Unlike other candidates, he declined to release his tax returns. Late in the campaign, he would provide summary documents for journalists to review for a limited time. The materials reported his income as “over $500,000.” When asked to justify his position when other candidates provided full disclosure, he blurted out, “It’s because they don’t make anything.”30

“Politics, it seems, requires a set of skills, talents, and modes of discipline that everybody doesn’t have,” Michael Tomasky wrote in New York magazine. “Bloomberg shows no sign of acquiring those skills, and unless things change dramatically over the next five months … he’s cruising toward not only losing, but becoming that thing every public person quietly fears becoming: a punch line.” Tomasky’s New York magazine colleague Michael Wolff had an even higher degree of disdain for the candidate. “I have to believe it is obvious to anyone who has given it any thought—there is no turn of events at all, no leap of logic whatsoever, that could make Michael Bloomberg New York’s next mayor.” He described the campaign as based on “the illusion of credibility,” and dismissed Bloomberg’s global media company as “an old-fashioned, single-function, almost idiot-savant-type business,” providing data to the bond market. Bloomberg was closer to the Wizard of Oz than a heavyweight executive, Wolff contended. He was a man who should be treated by the press as “a pretender, or flake, or eccentric, or naked emperor,” rather than a serious candidate for mayor. Another journalist called Bloomberg a “hologram.”31

A short time later, on the eve of the Republican primary, Wolff published extensive excerpts from a gag gift Bloomberg’s staff had given him on his birthday in 1990 entitled, The Portable Bloomberg: The Wit and Wisdom of Michael Bloomberg. It contained thirty-two pages of quotes that the often profane CEO had actually said. Politically incorrect does not begin to describe them. “Make the customer think he’s getting laid when he’s getting fucked,” read the first. It went on from there. It provided Herman Badillo with a platform to call his Republican primary opponent, “a sexist, homophobic, racist individual who in my opinion should never be mayor of New York City.” Brooklyn Congressman Anthony Weiner had his staff distribute copies of the document to the press, an action Bloomberg never forgave. In light of future developments, Weiner’s apparent distress at crude remarks seems exquisitely hypocritical. His political career would implode as a result of revelations he tweeted photos of himself to young women in a somewhat aroused state, wearing only his underwear. Bloomberg dismissed the document as a bunch of lighthearted “Borscht belt jokes,” and claimed disingenuously that he did not remember making them. Early on, when those who knew him warned Bloomberg that his salty language would torpedo his campaign, he dismissed the concern. If Bill Clinton’s behavior did not stop the president, Bloomberg believed that his own behavior would not prevent him from becoming mayor.32

The vulgar document reminded people of three sexual harassment suits that had been filed against Bloomberg’s company. Two had been dismissed and one the firm settled. The last accused Bloomberg personally of contemptible behavior, including saying to a woman on his staff, “Kill it, kill it,” when she told him she was pregnant. “Great, number 16,” he reputedly grumbled as he walked away, a reference to the number of his company’s employees expecting to give birth at the time. He denied under oath that he made the comments, and he had taken a lie detector test to prove it, but the results had been sealed as part of the settlement. The news was old, and Bloomberg’s press handlers had re-released it to the media in February 2001 in an effort to inoculate the candidate against the sort of negative campaigning sometimes launched at the last minute in close races. Despite his bawdy language that could make women uncomfortable, Bloomberg had a good record of promoting female staff, and he was never accused of seeking sexual relations with employees, so the issue did not bite.33

On September 10, despite the candidate’s gaffes and the media sabotage, polls showed Michael Bloomberg with an unassailable lead over Herman Badillo in the Republican primary. He had outspent his adversary by a factor of about fifty times, more than $20 million to less than $400,000 according to reports filed ten days before the scheduled vote. The polls also showed that either of the Democratic front-runners would crush Bloomberg in the general election, as all the experts had predicted. It seemed there was only so far that a billionaire’s money and ambition could take him in the rough-and-tumble of New York City politics, without some kind of drastic change.34

I’ll Win, Unless There Is Some Big, Unexpected Event …

By September 2001, the Democratic primary had turned into a spirited contest between public advocate Mark Green and Bronx Borough President Fernando Ferrer. City Council Speaker Peter Vallone and New York City Comptroller Alan Hevesi also competed, but the two lifelong politicians, both white, middle-class homeowners like many of their Queens neighbors, struggled to gain a share of the public mind. During the early months of the campaign, polls showed Mark Green leading everyone by an ample margin. The candidate’s youthful fifty-five-year-old face and full head of white hair had been familiar fixtures in New York City electoral politics since he ran for Congress in 1980 and for US Senate in 1986, dreaming of holding the seat once held by his hero, Robert F. Kennedy. He lost both times, became Mayor Dinkins’s Commissioner of Consumer Affairs in 1990, and in 1993 he won election to the citywide post of public advocate, the successor role to the inaptly named and discontinued position of city council president. His responsibilities included serving as municipal ombudsman and he stood first in line to succeed an incapacitated mayor. Green won reelection in 1997, and continued to hold the post after losing yet another bid for US Senate in 1998.35

Green was one of Mayor Giuliani’s most persistent critics, a one-man shadow government representing liberal Democrats while a philosophically antagonistic Republican ruled City Hall. A Harvard-trained lawyer who had worked in Ralph Nader’s office protecting consumers between 1970 and 1980, the role of “advocate” came naturally to Green. He would choose the word to describe himself, citing his “Jewish outsider, argumentative DNA,” as making him more comfortable challenging established authority than accommodating it. He was articulate and witty, energetic and telegenic. To his liberal Jewish neighbors in Manhattan, Mark Green seemed the perfect Democrat to run for mayor. Yet, almost no news article about him can be found that does not describe him as arrogant or brash, cocky or narcissistic. He was a lifelong Democrat, but he had not risen through the local party structure, either the regular organization or its reform wing with which he was philosophically more compatible. Some of his supporters viewed his independence from the local clubs and interest groups as an appealing trait but, despite his standing as one of the party’s top officeholders, to Democratic power brokers Green remained an outsider.36

Bronx Borough President Fernando Ferrer followed a different trajectory to political power. He grew up in a Puerto Rican family in a tough South Bronx neighborhood. His mother and grandmother raised him and a sister while working as domestics at the Waldorf Astoria in Manhattan. Known to everyone as Freddy, Ferrer had shined shoes on 149th Street and Southern Boulevard as a boy while attending Catholic schools. He became a member of Aspira New York, an organization dedicated to providing Latino youths with opportunities, and he earned a bachelor’s degree in philosophy and government from New York University at its Bronx campus. He worked as a staff assistant in the New York State Assembly and as housing director in the Bronx Borough President’s Office before winning a city council seat in 1982. When Borough President Stanley Simon resigned in disgrace in 1987, under indictment for extortion amidst wide-ranging scandals among Bronx Democrats, the borough’s council members chose Ferrer to replace him. The Latino political coming-of-age reflected the changed demographics of the borough and the city.37

Ferrer’s close friend and ally, former New York State assemblyman and Bronx county Democratic Party chairman Roberto Ramirez, through force of personality and iron discipline reconstituted the local organization that had been shattered by scandal. By 2001 it rivaled the Queens organization as the most potent in the city, and it sat solidly in Ferrer’s camp. News that Ferrer would run for mayor generated pride and excitement. If he won, he would be the first man of Puerto Rican descent to rule City Hall, and the first mayor from the Bronx since 1932. Yet, many members of New York’s political class, even some who thought well of Ferrer, viewed his candidacy as fanciful overreaching. The media discounted his chances, Democratic fund-raisers viewed him as a long shot, and union leaders sought evidence that Ferrer, who ran briefly in 1997 but then dropped out of the race, could mount a serious, citywide campaign and go the distance. Others had a more negative view. The Bronx machine the Puerto Ricans inherited from Jewish politicians had been deeply corrupt. Even though no scandals had touched Ferrer or Ramirez, some thought little had changed beyond swapping Spanish for Yiddish.38

Ferrer’s base was among Latinos and Green’s was among Jewish liberals. Both sought to expand their bases by winning support among African Americans, who would cast about a quarter of Democratic primary ballots. Al Sharpton won most of them in the 1997 contest. Yet, as maneuvering took place early in 2001, it became apparent Sharpton would not join the race. “I didn’t run to win office in 1997,” he contended. “I ran because there was a constituency out there not being represented, and the Democrats needed to take note. I had already made the point, so I didn’t need to run for mayor again.” He had set his sights by then on a future presidential campaign. No other African American leader entered the mayoral contest, so without one of their own to claim their allegiance, African American voters became the contest’s most sought-after prize, and Sharpton’s endorsement a crucial step to win it.39

Green ran a highly energetic but cautious campaign designed to minimize controversy. He led in the polls and believed that if he kept himself top-of-public mind and made no mistakes, his party and city would anoint him their leader. He believed his background as the one-time editor of the Harvard Civil Rights-Civil Liberties Law Review and his long-standing record in favor of equal rights for people of color would win him support among African Americans, and he toughened up his image by securing the support of former police commissioner William Bratton. Ferrer leaned left with a bolder message, declaring himself champion of “the Other New York.” For those unhappy with eight years of Rudy Giuliani’s policies, he would be the remedy. His campaign sought a multicolored coalition of Latinos, African Americans, and the city’s most liberal whites. Throughout the campaign Ferrer would emphasize that his message was meant to resonate broadly with everyone who recognized that a great city needed to provide for all its citizens. His opponents accused him of trying to polarize the city, his message a prescription for dividing New Yorkers, not uniting them.40

Early in the campaign, Ferrer trailed Green by as much as the others. By August, a drama-filled public courtship between the Ferrer camp and Reverend Sharpton culminated with Roberto Ramirez and Sharpton spending time together in a Brooklyn detention center. A federal judge had sentenced both men to prison for trespassing after they traveled together to Vieques, Puerto Rico, to protest the US Navy’s training exercises dropping live bombs on the island. Every afternoon for nearly forty days, while they exercised in the prison courtyard, Ramirez told Sharpton, “you are the one who can make this happen … you can broaden your base … as a national leader you need to do this.” It was during those talks, “with Roberto in my ear every day,” that Sharpton agreed to back Ferrer. By early September he was campaigning with Ferrer in Brooklyn and around the city. With momentum building, Ferrer’s team launched its radio and television campaign. Quinnipiac University published polling numbers that showed Ferrer suddenly ahead of Green 28 percent to 26 percent, a stunning change that put the two contenders in a statistical dead heat.41

Yet, despite Ferrer’s strong momentum, Mark Green’s private polls showed him still ahead with results in the mid-to-high thirties compared to the low thirties for Ferrer. Green had received endorsements from the city’s most prestigious newspaper, the New York Times, and from the Village Voice, the tribune of the city’s hard-core progressives. Former Mayor David Dinkins endorsed him too. Green doubted he would do well enough to avoid a runoff, but he expected to edge out Ferrer in the primary and to beat him by ten points in the head-to-head contest that would follow. Then he would trounce Michael Bloomberg in the general election to win the keys to City Hall. Mark Green’s wife giggled the night before the primary when he reminded her of something he had said in September 1999 when he told her he planned to run for mayor. “I’ll win,” he declared at the time, “unless there’s some big, unexpected event that changes everything …”42

It’s a Brave New Political World

“Everything got blown up on September 11, literally and figuratively,” a Democratic strategist told a journalist soon after the World Trade Towers attack. “It’s a brave new political world.” In particular, he said, “the popular assumption that Bloomberg would be an easy opponent in the general election next month no longer holds.”43

After 9/11, candidates suspended their activities for a week during which Mayor Giuliani seemed to be everywhere. He appeared on morning television shows and in evening press conferences. He escorted the sister of a fallen firefighter down the aisle at her wedding in place of her brother, and he consoled the widows and families of police killed in the catastrophe. He stood next to foreign leaders who flew to New York to pledge their solidarity and escorted President George W. Bush to the top of the smoking funeral pyre of Ground Zero, where rescue workers afforded the mayor louder applause than the commander-in-chief. Among other things, the destruction of the World Trade Towers transformed Giuliani from a spent, lame-duck politician—recovering from cancer, homeless and sleeping on a friend’s sofa in the aftermath of a nasty public divorce—into an international, national and, above all, local hero of near mythic proportion. He had become, “America’s Mayor.” When he drove down the West Side Highway from his emergency offices to the site of the crime, people lined the road and chanted “Ru-dy, Ru-dy,” and then “four more years, four more years.” At first the mayor dismissed the chant. He had work to do, no time for politics he said. Besides, the law forbade him a third term in office.44

Then the denials softened. The staggering scale of the work to clear the wreckage of steel, glass, concrete, and the corpses and body parts buried within it, caused the man and his staff to reconsider. They lacked time to complete the task they saw as their duty before Giuliani’s term expired. Laws could be changed, and in an emergency they could be changed quickly. Governor Pataki contemplated postponing the primaries a second time and explored with key legislators the possibility of repealing term limits. He found little appetite for the notion. A more modest idea took form that appealed to Giuliani: a ninety-day term extension to allow a more measured transition from the experienced incumbent in the arena with a seasoned team, to one of the novitiates waiting in the wings. The September 25 primary would proceed surrounded by uncertainty.45

Despite the swirl of events, much of the primary contests’ electoral logic remained unchanged. The demographic composition of the city’s voters and the tactical lay of the land of endorsements, alliances, and field operations were the same after the attack as before, frozen in place by the crisis that dominated the news and people’s minds.

On September 25, New York City’s Republicans chose Michael Bloomberg as their nominee for mayor. Not quite seventy-three thousand registered members of the party, just 15 percent of the total, made their way to the polls where two lifelong Democrats turned Republican sought the GOP ballot line. About 10 percent of those cast write-in ballots for Rudy Giuliani. But more than forty-eight thousand voted for Michael Bloomberg, fewer than eighteen thousand five hundred for Herman Badillo. Michael Bloomberg’s improbable quest advanced another step by a margin of more than two-and-one-half to one.46

Democrats gave Fernando Ferrer just under 36 percent of their votes and Mark Green a little over 31 percent. The two would face each other in a runoff on October 11. The voting pattern revealed the strengths and weaknesses of the two challengers left standing. Ferrer won over 70 percent of the Latino vote, which had surged to 23 percent of the electorate compared to just 8 percent in 1989 when David Dinkins first ran for mayor. African Americans made up 24 percent of the electorate and Ferrer won a majority of them. Among whites, who made up 48 percent of the September 25 Democratic electorate, Ferrer won a paltry 7 percent compared to 40 percent for Green. Among Jewish voters, Ferrer won just 7 percent compared to Green’s 46 percent. Importantly, more than half of white New Yorkers voted for neither of the two front runners. They had cast ballots for Vallone or Hevesi.47

In these numbers lay the crucial pivot points for the runoff. In a one-on-one contest, Ferrer would win even larger proportions of Latino and black votes, but the vast majority of white voters who had supported Vallone and Hevesi were bound to cast their ballots for Mark Green. A Marist Institute Poll taken in the first few days of October showed Green and Ferrer in a dead heat with 45 percent of the vote each. Ferrer had the more loyal base. But when the pollster asked undecided Democrats which way they leaned, Green led by a margin of 48 percent to 45 percent.48

The day after the primary, Giuliani pursued his desire to extend his term. He met first with Michael Bloomberg. In private conversation with his staff, Bloomberg objected to the proposal. He felt ready for the job he sought even under the horrific conditions that had developed and he thought postponing the election would delay the compelling need to guide the city back to normal. Besides, disrupting the democratic process would constitute a terrorist victory of sorts. His pragmatic staff convinced him to take a different approach. The campaign strategy before 9/11 sought to portray Bloomberg as having Giuliani’s positive management qualities without the polarizing negatives. His advisors hoped all along that they would secure the unpredictable mayor’s endorsement and help convince a key group of voters, traditional Democrats who had opted for a Republican alternative against more liberal opponents in 1993 and 1997, to vote for Bloomberg. The incumbent’s post-attack popularity raised the stakes dramatically. If Bloomberg did not offer support when asked, he was unlikely to get it when he needed it.49

The political calculation convinced Bloomberg to accept Giuliani’s proposal. Publicly, he left the discussion to the mayor. “As you all know, I am not a professional politician,” the candidate told the press after his meeting. “I don’t deal in leaks and I don’t violate confidences.” He projected the image of a statesman in a time of crisis. By then, two weeks after the attack, his team had detected a shift in attitudes toward Bloomberg. Worry that the collapse of the towers would take the city’s economy down with them was second only to the public’s fear for its safety. Maybe a businessman mayor was not such a bad idea, many New Yorkers began to think.50

Giuliani met next with Mark Green, a man he detested as much as Green disliked him. The city’s two top elected officials would sometimes pass each other in the corridors of City Hall and not so much as say hello. With discussion of an extension swirling in the press, Green issued a statement that said, “Because we are a nation of laws, we all have to obey the laws, and we do not change the law on the eve of an election. It did not happen in the Civil War and it did not happen in World War II and it’s not going to happen now.” As Giuliani argued in favor of a term extension, Green thought to himself, “Well that’s pretty creative and chutzpadick.” Giuliani pressed him to respond rapidly since the decision would set in motion a series of time-sensitive events.

By then it was the eve of Yom Kippur, the holiest day in the Jewish calendar when all Jews were required to fast and to spend a day atoning for their sins. Mark Green headed home for a final family meal. In the car, he took a call from Denny Young, a key Giuliani deputy. “A lot of New Yorkers want the mayor to stay,” Green remembered Young saying. “You know the mayor is a tough guy,” he continued. “You would not want to get him angry in a way that might hurt your campaign.” The message was clear.51

At home, Green discussed the situation with his family, who argued unanimously in favor of accommodating the mayor’s request. According to some accounts, his older brother, the real estate developer, thought it critical that he support the mayor. Giuliani had become the indispensable leader in the public mind, and challenging him would be bad for the city and bad for Green as a candidate seeking the votes of white moderates. Green marveled at how Giuliani had been transformed from “Nixon to Churchill,” in the span of a few days. He got hold of a few members of his staff who also supported the extension, but the Yom Kippur observance prevented him from convening the full team that would normally advise on such a decision. Green made what he would call a strategic political decision to agree to the extension against his own gut judgment, and he called Denny Young to tell him.52

Next, Giuliani summoned Ferrer to the emergency command center, set up along piers on Manhattan’s West Side, for the same conversation. The candidate brought Roberto Ramirez and other staff with him, passing through what Ramirez remembered as an “armada,” the location flanked by police boats on the Hudson River and machine-gun wielding guards standing sentinel duty out front. “The whole thing seemed surreal,” Ramirez recalled, “like a scene out of one of those futuristic end-of-the-world movies.” Ferrer and the mayor met alone. Giuliani made his case, but Ferrer declined to commit. “Mike and Mark have already agreed,” Giuliani told Ferrer during the conversation, and the mayor suggested he was being magnanimous. “I will have to convince the people who want me to stay for four more years to let me settle for just three months,” he said, implying another term was his for the asking. The mayor’s staff had circulated rumors that if all three candidates did not accept the extension, they would launch a full-court press for the repeal of term limits and seek four more years. Giuliani’s comment struck Ferrer as a threat. “Yes, and if I agree, I’ll have to explain myself to a lot of people who want you to leave now,” came the frosty response from the man who had learned how to respond to bullies on Bronx streets.53

Back at his campaign headquarters, Ferrer fielded calls from powerful backers including union leaders. “If you don’t accept Giuliani’s request under these circumstances, your campaign is through,” one told him. As de facto chairman of Ferrer’s campaign committee, Roberto Ramirez asked everyone to leave the room. Then he turned to his longtime friend and said, “Make the case to me in favor of the extension, and then make the case to me against it. Try your hardest to convince me of each side.” The candidate laid out the reasons for granting the request in coherent, logical terms. He then spoke against it, his conviction rising, his argument gaining force, pointing his finger at Ramirez and thumping the table. Anyone who was not prepared to take on the emergency was not prepared to be mayor, Ferrer said, and he was ready. “I guess you have your answer,” Ramirez said to his friend. In the days that followed, Ferrer’s decision to reject the term extension proposal made him look big, and more importantly as events unfolded, Green’s made him look small. He had been a persistent critic of Mayor Giuliani and had run a campaign saying it was time to move beyond his policies. He had gone on record declaring an extension a terrible precedent, and then relented in response to political pressure.54

When Green’s communications director, Joe DePlasco, learned of the decision, he erupted into the only screaming match he ever recalled having with Green. Philosophically, he thought the decision was just wrong, and as a practical matter, “there was this sense that this was going to blow up. It was going to play into the impression that Mark was just about politics even though he had spent his entire career in a different place.” Sure enough, the next morning DePlasco’s phone began to ring. “The entire liberal elite establishment that supported Mark was like, what the ….” Another senior advisor to Green, John Siegal, ran into an Upper West Side neighbor on the street as he emerged from synagogue at the end of Yom Kippur. “How could he do it!” she yelled at him before Siegal had even learned of the decision. The state legislature declined to act, the frenzy over term extensions subsided, and the normal stuff of politics resumed.55

Green made another bad mistake. In an early-morning telephone interview, a radio host asked him a version of the question about the three men vying to replace Giuliani that was on everyone’s mind. “If you had been mayor during 9/11, how would you have done?” Clad in his bathrobe while sitting in his Upper East Side apartment, Green responded, “I actually believe that if, God forbid, I had been mayor during such a calamity, I would have done as well [as] or even better than Giuliani,” he said. “Stupid answer,” Green himself recognized after the fact. Later, Bloomberg’s team picked up on the artless bravado and ran a series of television ads that quoted Green in his own voice against a black screen, followed by the single, silent word, “Really?” The brag came across as childish at a time when New Yorkers desperately needed a grown-up. It played into the view Green’s arrogance would prevent him from governing effectively. Joe DePlasco remembered watching that “commercial over and over and over again.” It was then that he began to realize how much money Bloomberg was “dumping into the campaign” and the impact it could have. Bill Cunningham remembered sitting in the pub in the Fitzpatrick Hotel on Lexington Avenue one night enjoying a Guinness when the ad played on the television. An Irish patron sitting within ear shot said to no one in particular, “What an eegit!” Well, Cunningham thought, when a television spot results in a stranger in a bar declaring his client’s opponent an idiot, that’s an effective ad. Green’s comment so offended former Mayor Koch that he endorsed Ferrer in response.56

Before long, the formidable teachers’ union and the largest municipal employees union, District Council 37, endorsed Ferrer, who already had the support of the hospital workers. In the context of a New York City political horse race, it was the trifecta. When an interviewer asked Koch why Green had not gathered more backing from traditional Democratic sources he responded, “He’s obnoxious—that’s the heart of it.” With support from the three largest municipal unions and from Koch and Sharpton, polar opposites in politics and racial appeal, the Ferrer team could plausibly claim their candidate would unify the city.57

Yet, the Ferrer team faced serious challenges in the post 9/11 landscape. The candidate had featured himself as the remedy to Rudy Giuliani, but suddenly the incumbent’s popularity had surged to unimagined heights. Ferrer’s messages now required nuanced acknowledgement of the mayor’s strong leadership, even as the candidate promised to lead the city in a new direction. Moreover, 9/11 had put fear in the air, and Ferrer’s bid for a multicolor coalition like the one that elected David Dinkins scared many whites. Dinkins’s mishandling of three racially charged events—a boycott by black militants of two Korean grocery stores in Flatbush, a riot between blacks and Lubavitch Jews in Crown Heights, and civil unrest in Washington Heights following a drug bust that left a Dominican drug dealer dead—had caused many to believe the city’s only African American mayor refused to enforce the law against people of color. They associated the horrible levels of violence from that period with his rule. It did not matter that the crime wave preceded Dinkins’s arrival in City Hall and that it crested and began to fall while he was there. The impression that chaos reigned when he governed persisted, and it fueled fears that a Puerto Rican mayor put in office by a coalition similar to the one that had elected Dinkins would cause the city to descend back into dismal days of deadly, violent crime. The message Ferrer sought to send was that he would direct more city government resources toward those who needed them most to make New York a fairer place. The message many whites heard was that Latinos and blacks were taking over.58

Joe DePlasco remembered attending meetings with Mark Green after Ferrer came in first in the primary. “There was a fundamental shift among the elite. Everywhere we went, whether it was real estate people, or financial services people, or publishers, or editorial board rooms, there was this sense Freddy could win and it would be catastrophic.” Safety was the issue, “not just as quality of life, but as the foundation of the economic vitality of the city.” The intensity of the “fear” was “palpable” and “somewhat irresponsible” DePlasco thought, since there was nothing in Ferrer’s career to warrant it. “People weren’t just encouraging us, they were browbeating us to go after Freddy and it was all about linking Freddy to Sharpton to stop him.” Green, to his credit according to DePlasco, refused to take the bait. Still, his campaign benefited. Editorial boards that had criticized Green for years suddenly found favor with him. “Before the 2001 Democratic primary, if you found one hundred articles about me in the New York Post you would find one hundred negative comments,” Green told an interviewer, years later. But against Ferrer, the Post endorsed him, and so did the Patrolman’s Benevolent Association, which had long viewed the man Giuliani once described as “the anti-police candidate” as their nemesis. The white, liberal outsider who had made his name as a perennial establishment critic suddenly became the favored candidate of the establishment because his opponent was a Puerto Rican.59

Four days before the runoff, Mark Green ran what he called “a clean negative” television spot that ended with a narrator asking ominously in the aftermath of 9/11, “Can we afford to take a chance?” Ferrer’s team accused Green of invoking coded racism to frighten white voters. Journalists covering the runoff noted that the respectful tone that characterized the Democratic contest through the September 25 vote had turned. Racial crosscurrents, never far from the surface in New York’s Democratic Party, were beginning to flood.60

On October 11, 2001, two days after American forces began bombing Afghanistan in preparation for invasion, by a margin of 51 percent to 49 percent New York Democrats chose Mark Green. The race-based pattern of the voting was as unmistakable within the Democratic Party as the contests between African American Democrat David Dinkins and white Republican Rudy Giuliani had been in 1989 and 1993. According to a New York Times/Edison Media Research exit poll, white Democrats made up 47 percent of the electorate and Mark Green won 83 percent of them, Ferrer just 17 percent. Among Jewish voters the results were just as lopsided, 87 percent to 13 percent. Among Latinos, who cast 24 percent of ballots, it was almost precisely the reverse. Green won just 16 percent and Ferrer 84 percent. Twenty-three percent of votes came from African Americans. Green won 29 percent and Ferrer 71 percent. City Hall columnist Elizabeth Kolbert summarized the runoff and its impact aptly in the New Yorker. Green “won only because whites are still the largest group in the city electorate and they supported him by a margin of five to one …. the divisions that have once again been exposed seem likely only to widen.”61

The Businessman or the Politician?

The Democratic runoff kept Mark Green highly visible for sixteen days. Bloomberg responded with an onslaught of television advertising that did the same for him. The week of September 26 to October 3, his campaign spent an estimated $1.2 million to air 338 advertisements. The two Democratic candidates combined spent just $800,000 and bought fewer spots between them than Bloomberg on his own. Pollsters usually work within a campaign’s budget limits. In the case of Bloomberg’s quest, none was set. Doug Schoen had the latitude to pursue a much finer level of detail in his telephone surveys than most campaigns can afford. In turn, the team could develop direct mail pieces targeted to small demographic groups with very specific concerns. The unusual degree of intelligence converted the typically blunt instrument of mass mailings into surgical strikes. Bloomberg would spend over $17 million delivering pamphlets and fliers with carefully considered images and messages to individual voters chosen to receive them on the basis of highly refined demographic analysis.62

Few New Yorkers found Bloomberg’s private sector management experience a convincing rationale to elect him mayor at the start of the campaign. The contention, that big companies and municipal governments were simply two different sorts of large organizations that required skillful management to operate effectively, ignored what for many was a philosophical divide. New York City’s liberal political heritage and its strong union tradition meant many of its voters viewed government as the counterforce that protected them against the inherent inequalities of market-based economies and the power of large corporations. But the devastation of 9/11 overwhelmed that outlook. Suddenly, the greatest imperative for government after protecting people from terrorism was to restore the business environment. “Before the attack, Bloomberg’s resume didn’t fit the reality of the job. Now it resonates much better with voters,” Baruch College public affairs professor Doug Muzzio told a reporter. A Zabar’s shopper buying Sunday brunch on the Upper West Side agreed. “After September 11 the priorities have changed,” she told a reporter conducting an informal survey. “Things like education are still important, but getting the city back on its feet comes first. We have to convince companies to stay here.” She planned to vote for the businessman. Before the crisis, the picture Bloomberg’s team sought to draw of their candidate could barely be seen against the big city’s bright lights. Against the dark backdrop of Ground Zero’s ashes, the lines became suddenly clear.63

Public surveys taken immediately after the runoff showed Mark Green continuing to hold a substantial lead over Bloomberg. Privately, his experienced pollster, Mark Melman, told Green two things. He had never worked for a candidate as far ahead as Green who lost an election. But he had never worked against a candidate spending more than a million dollars a day who was gaining a point a day in the polls either. “You can’t assume anything here,” he told the candidate. The truncated general election campaign would unfold between October 12 and November 6, a span of twenty-five days. “We were not ready for the tidal wave that came at us,” deputy campaign manager Jeremy Ben-Ami remembered.64

Democratic Dysfunction

The night of the runoff, Ferrer conceded to Green privately in a phone call, and then publicly pledged his support. The winner responded with equal grace. Then, everything changed. Stories surfaced that in the days just before the vote, the classic timing for negative campaign techniques, Green supporters in Brooklyn mounted automated telephone calls in Jewish districts highly hostile to Al Sharpton. The messages urged Democrats to vote for Mark Green to “stop Al Sharpton,” and that “Sharpton cannot be given the keys to the city,” so “please go to the polls tomorrow and vote against Fernando Ferrer and Al Sharpton.” On the streets and outside the polls, Brooklyn political operatives distributed copies of highly offensive cartoons printed in the New York Post showing a fat-lipped Ferrer kissing the ass of a comically obese Al Sharpton and portraying the candidate as a puppet of the controversial preacher with a similar message about the need to stop them both from winning City Hall. The television spot, “Can we afford to take a chance?” now seemed part of a pattern.65

Green declared he had nothing to do with the offensive material distributed in Brooklyn, and denounced it as “reprehensible.” He vowed he would remove from his campaign anyone involved and that they would play no role in his administration if the city elected him mayor. Years later, one senior member of Green’s team remembered finding the episode incomprehensible. The fliers violated some of Mark Green’s most fundamental beliefs, and as a tactic, it was “incredibly stupid. The Post had already published that stuff, it was out there, so why should we do it? Wasn’t it obvious that it would backfire?”66

The unity rally that typically occurred the day after a primary did not happen, and Green’s phone calls to Ferrer went unreturned for a time. After a week, and preliminary contact between Green and some of Ferrer’s advisors, the losing candidate’s office called Green to an evening meeting at his campaign headquarters. Ferrer was there along with Sharpton, Ramirez, and other staff. Mark Green was clad incongruously in white tie replete with tails since he had been at the annual Al Smith Catholic charity dinner. Richard Schrader, his campaign manager, accompanied him. The meeting rapidly turned tense. Green repeated his denunciations of the scurrilous literature that so offended the Ferrer team, and denied knowing anything about it until reports surfaced the day after the election. His campaign manager also denied any involvement in the activity. They defended the “Can we afford to take a chance?” ad as fair game in the context of a political contest in which government management experience had suddenly become crucial and denied any racist intent. Sharpton accused the two men in no uncertain terms of being racist liars. “We don’t have to sit here and listen to this,” Green and Schrader said. “No you don’t,” Sharpton replied. “We don’t have to meet at all. You are asking for our support. If you don’t want it you can leave anytime.” Schrader stormed out leaving Green to rescue his campaign on his own. He hammered repeatedly on the point that nothing that happened in the runoff could justify actions that would leave Republican leadership in City Hall for the next four to eight years. Ferrer reluctantly agreed, and suggested another meeting the next morning with a broader group of his supporters for Green to address them and to commit to their common cause to restore City Hall to Democratic rule.67

The next day’s meeting included former Mayor Dinkins, Green’s most prominent African American supporter, and a broader group of black and Latino leaders from both camps. Toward the end of the caucus, Green told the people in the room that he did not view his relationship with them as a one-time transaction meant to elect him, but rather as a long-term commitment to work together for the good of the city. His exact words are a matter of bitter contention. According to a number of people, he told the political professionals assembled: “I don’t need you to win. I need you to govern.” The comment, as he heard it, infuriated Al Sharpton. It enraged Roberto Ramirez, who heard an arrogant white man dismissing the importance of the political organization dominated by Latinos and blacks that Ramirez had sweated for years to build. He heard that any respect granted to him and those counting on him was due to the magnanimous grace of the winner, and not because the Bronx organization had earned it and deserved its full share of political power. In his view, Green had stolen the runoff with nasty tactics that reduced his friend Fernando Ferrer to a racist caricature of the leader on whose proud shoulders rested the hopes of the city’s Latinos and other citizens of color. If Mark Green were allowed to do that, it would grant permission for another candidate to do it again the next time. Ramirez, who had come to the Bronx from Puerto Rico as a teenager and worked as a janitor, who had put himself through college and law school, who had won election to the New York State Assembly and risen to become one of the most powerful politicians in New York City, felt disrespected and he would not tolerate it. Nor would Al Sharpton, who found Mark Green’s arrogance “astonishing.”68

Despite lingering hostility, Ferrer endorsed Green. He joined a Democratic unity rally that included labor leaders, the state’s two Democratic US senators, dozens of elected officials and party leaders, where he said, “As between Mark Green and Mike Bloomberg, there is absolutely no comparison in my view. For Mark, the work of government is not a hobby … [it] is not something you do when you get bored—it’s the job of his life.” And Ferrer campaigned with Green in Brooklyn and elsewhere.69

Rudy to the Rescue

Green positioned himself as the proven commodity, a man whose public sector experience would allow him to seize the reins of power with confidence at a time when the city desperately needed its government to perform well. “Now more than ever, New York needs the experience that money can’t buy,” he said the night he won the runoff. At various points, campaign financing documents revealed Bloomberg’s team spent $30 million, then $40 million, and then $50 million. Green accused his opponent of trying to buy City Hall and subverting democracy. Polls, press reports, and the Green campaign’s own focus groups suggested the public did not particularly care. They were thinking about restoring the economy, fixing the schools, and above all public safety. Green claimed Bloomberg had no credentials in this last area that had taken on fundamental importance after 9/11. He featured his close ties to Bill Bratton to boost his standing on the topic, while simultaneously campaigning with David Dinkins and projecting respect for minority concerns about overly aggressive police practices. Bloomberg responded by attracting a former NYPD commissioner of his own to point out Green had no more security expertise than he did. Ray Kelly, a veteran of some thirty years on the force who had served as police commissioner under Mayor Dinkins, and in federal and private security roles afterward, defended Bloomberg as a competent manager who would know how to work with an experienced police professional. Bill Cunningham called the duel between the two chiefs the political equivalent of the “Ali-Frazier fight.”70
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