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INTRODUCTION

I was about ten years old when my parents decided that my sister, Sarah, and I should see our nation’s capital. Touring the District of Columbia, we drove past the Washington Monument and the Supreme Court and visited the Federal Bureau of Investigation, where mugshots of America’s Ten Most Wanted kind of scared me. Later, I peered through the iron fence surrounding the White House. I wondered if President Kennedy was home. I recalled that trip three decades later, on a night in February of 1995, when I stepped for the first time into the Executive Mansion. As a Secret Service agent ran a wand over me, I could scarcely believe I was there to meet with President Clinton. With me was Dick Morris, the tenacious campaign maestro who’d helped elect Clinton governor of Arkansas. Morris had been my political mentor when I was in high school. Now he’d turned to me to help the president keep his job. We came in under the cover of darkness because Morris’s Republican clients, as well as Clinton’s leftward advisers, might have problems with our involvement. The whole business was slightly surreal.

An usher escorted us to a private study off the Oval Office. There I met Bill Clinton. He was aware of my past attempts to defeat him. Showing his uncanny memory, he complimented me on polling I’d done for his opponents in Arkansas years before. I was impressed by his acuity yet taken aback by his affect. On the campaign trail, he’d been eloquent, assertive, magnetic. Now he looked exhausted. Mentally, he seemed to be somewhere else. The commander in chief confided that he felt adrift.

During his 1992 race, he’d effectively portrayed himself as a moderate. The epitome of what analysts were calling “New Democrats,” he’d spoken about “ending welfare as we know it”; he’d supported free trade; he’d backed the death penalty; he’d vowed to crack down on crime; and he’d attacked President George H. W. Bush for breaking his “no new taxes” pledge. Once he assumed office, Clinton took the path of least resistance, joining a left-leaning Congress in advancing an economic stimulus bill and an ambitious health care plan that spooked Americans suspicious of big government. In the midterms, Republicans, led by Newt Gingrich, had crushed their Congressional adversaries, ending forty years of Democratic dominance in the House.

The president lamented that he’d lost control of the White House. His more progressive aides were ignoring many of his wishes. They dawdled when he asked them to make staff changes. They refused to push centrist initiatives in Congress, not wanting to “sell out” like-minded House Democrats. Clinton’s poll ratings were in the mid-thirties. He was looking like a one-term president. As he gazed into space, I wanted to grab him by the shoulders and tell him to snap out of it.

That night, he asked the billion-dollar question: “What do we do now?”

To be honest, I wasn’t sure where to start. But I had a partial answer.

“You’ve got to move to the right on fiscal issues,” I said. “You’re perceived as a liberal, big spender. You cannot be reelected with that perception.”

Clinton knew this better than anyone. “I’m way out of position,” he confessed. “You guys have to get me back to the center.”

I sensed he was still skittish about saddling up again with the mercurial Morris—and with me.

“I don’t want to read about you in the press,” he told us. “I’m sick and tired of consultants getting famous at my expense. Any story that comes out during the campaign undermines my candidacy.”

We swore our loyalty, and our silence.

Overcoming his hesitancy, Clinton eventually authorized us to assemble a stealth team to get him reelected. We developed opinion polls that provided unprecedented insight into the psychology of voters and helped us craft resonating messages. Despite fierce resistance from some in the president’s inner circle, we helped promote legislation that he could point to with pride. In November 1996, he won by a comfortable margin, becoming the first Democrat since Franklin D. Roosevelt to secure a second consecutive term.



Having the president’s ear was a high point in my career. More than one client has since asked, “Do for me what you did for Clinton!” Over the years, I’ve had the privilege of counseling heads of state and business titans around the world. Three of my clients have won the Nobel Peace Prize. I’ve done my best to help evict dictators, restrain nuclear madmen, and improve the lives of people in need. Along the way, I’ve developed a set of principles. In my earlier book, Power: The 50 Truths, I gave frank counsel on how to attain and retain authority. This book is more personal. It isn’t about amassing influence so much as living a happy life. It’s a compendium of habits and techniques that have served me well. All my prescriptions have grown out of interactions with people. Some are learned and famous. Others are unheralded, self-taught folks with extraordinary insights.

My adages—call them “Schoenisms”—are all illustrated by anecdotes. Not to sound too grand but, together, they add up to a kind of creed. Its essence is consensus. Self-styled “leaders” often proclaim themselves as “uncompromising”—as though being intractable were a heroic trait. I’d call these people mule-headed, only that would insult mules. Hard-liners like to portray compromisers as weak, slippery ditherers who sit on the fence. To the contrary, charting a center course takes discipline and wisdom. I’m a Jewish guy from New York but, like the Buddha, I’ve tried to follow “the middle way.” I’ve always been suspicious of extremists. I move incrementally. I weigh everything, sometimes by the ounce.

We live in divisive times. From America to Israel to Ukraine, we are flanked by bellowing bomb-throwers on the left and the right. Yet, like the great Stoic Marcus Aurelius, I believe, “We were born to work together like feet, hands and eyes, like the two rows of teeth.” The trick to working together is staying limber enough to wrap your head around conflicting ideas. Let people speak. If you do, chances are you can figure out a workaround where everyone gets a bit of what they want. Cooler heads need to prevail. These Schoenisms may show you how to do it, how to prosper with humility. Take them or leave them, you may find a few laughs. I know this much: these stories are too good for me to keep to myself.






PART ONE






1 LEAVE YOUR ZONE


Every creature on earth has a natural habitat. Most prefer to stay in that habitat. You don’t see many camels roaming around the North Pole. Humans also tend to grow where they’re planted. But if you want to evolve, if you want to walk upright and get somewhere—be it across the Bering Strait or to a corner office in the C-suite—you’ll need to leave your comfort zone.

My earliest habitat was quite comfortable. I grew up on Manhattan’s Upper East Side, in a rambling apartment off Park Avenue. Every Sunday our family had lunch at the home of my father’s parents, Lawrence and Louise Schoen. They lived an idyllic life. Each year they migrated from their summer home in Westchester to their winter home in Palm Beach, spending most of fall and spring aboard ocean liners. The china at their Sunday lunches was so fine that I once bit through a teacup. My father, Andrew Schoen, was a partner at Rosenman, Colin and Freund. One Saturday morning, when I was seven, my father took me to his office. As we were walking in, we passed the firm’s co-founder, Samuel Rosenman, a New York State Supreme Court justice and the former White House counsel to Presidents Franklin Roosevelt and Harry Truman.

“Do you see Judge Rosenman working on Saturday?” my father asked me. “Work all the time. It will serve you well.”

I listened to him, did my homework, and won acceptance to the Horace Mann School. Founded in 1887, Horace Mann has produced lawmakers, judges, diplomats, scientists, writers, artists, entrepreneurs, and other notable people. But it was an abusive place—emotionally, intellectually, socially, and athletically. On my first day of school, when I was eleven, a then-esteemed English teacher, Tek Young Lin, spoke to our class. Lin, who also served as a chaplain and a cross-country coach, said Horace Mann had existed for almost 100 years without us and almost certainly would exist for another 100 years after we left. In other words, each of us should know our place and show obedience. Lin and some other teachers and administrators struck me as strange, and I made a point of keeping my distance from them. It later emerged that several, including Lin and headmaster R. Inslee Clark Jr. were sexual predators. My takeaway: Don’t assume everyone is like you. If something seems creepy, it probably is.

I loved sports. I was a starting guard on Horace Mann’s football team, the Lions, for three years. Honestly, I wasn’t much of a player. I was much better at keeping score. I liked statistics—Completed Passes, Field Goals Made, Runs Batted In. My interest in numbers was shared by a scruffy, chestnut-haired kid two classes behind me. He’d do opinion polls of teachers and students. When he was thirteen, he found that teachers supported civil rights more strongly than most Americans. The kid’s name was Mark Penn. I’ll get back to him later.

I also had a sprouting interest in politics. My parents could be classified as liberals with traditional values. (I don’t know if that species exists today.) My father, Andrew Schoen, had a strong sense of right and wrong but believed that your first responsibility was to support your family. If you stuck to established organizations—preferably Jewish—and behaved honorably, things would stay on course. My mom, Carol, was more of an intellectual. After earning her BA from Radcliffe, she did something most mothers-of-two wouldn’t have considered in the mid-1960s: she went back to school. She ended up earning a PhD in English Literature from Columbia and teaching college students in New York, England, and Japan. She wrote several books of literary criticism. Besides being a scholar, she was an enthusiastic teacher of English as a Second Language. She had empathy for the drown-trodden, believing that through progressive—but gradual—change, we could achieve a just society in which race and class would be far less important. She drew the line at civil disobedience. When she was a student labor activist, a union leader once told her to cross a police line and get arrested. She asked, “I get what’s in it for you. What’s in this for me?” When she didn’t get a satisfactory answer, she went home.

My mother’s brother, Jack Bronston, who practiced law with my dad, was an influential state senator in Queens. At family functions, he was always sneaking off to a bedroom to make important phone calls. That struck me as cool. So, in 1969, when I was sixteen, I decided to campaign for Bob Low, a city councilman who went to our synagogue.

While many of my friends were off on European vacations, I boarded the subway to south Brooklyn. It was my first trip outside my comfort zone. Getting on at the D train station, I darted from car to car, observing graffiti artists tagging the motorman’s cab; working-class immigrants glaring at young longhairs; African American men sporting the radical chic of Black Panther Huey P. Newton. One train ride gave me a glimpse of the mood shift in the blue-collar boroughs, where people were beginning to doubt that government would or could come to their rescue. Manhattan Democrats didn’t seem to hear this grumbling. But as I walked the boardwalk in Coney Island (my compensation included a hot dog and my first knish at Nathan’s), I sensed the discontent of voters who’d long been taken for granted by the party. Understanding these voters would become my life’s work.

My work that day was to plaster “Bob Low for City Council President” stickers on any surface I could find. I knew that subway authorities prohibited random acts of advertising, including the touting of political candidates. I’d dodged transit police on the trip from Manhattan. But, at the Coney Island station, I stepped straight into the arms of a hefty cop.

“Hey kid,” he said, “how much are you getting paid to do this?”

“Twenty-five dollars,” I mumbled.

“Not very smart, kid,” he said, tapping his head to suggest my own skull might not contain a brain. “The fine for illegally posting bills is fifty dollars.”

“So, I could lose money?” I asked, affecting innocence.

He nodded. “Who got you to do this?” he asked.

“Um, a big kid,” I said.

He let me off with a warning.

Strolling away from the cop, I thought I’d handled the situation quite smoothly. In hindsight, it taught me the pitfalls of being a smart-ass. It’s good to be clever, but clever only gets you so far. I’d forgotten, or ignored, my mother’s warning to avoid getting arrested. Self-sacrifice is great—unless it renders you useless.






2 MAKE THE DEAL


Bob Low ended up losing, but I felt victorious. Handing out campaign leaflets to morning commuters empowered me. I wanted another taste of politics.

The Upper West Side of Manhattan wasn’t too far from my home zone. But it felt uncomfortable enough on the cold and rainy fall day when I met Jerry Nadler.

Jerry would go on to serve eight terms as a New York State Assemblyman and, at last count, sixteen terms as a U.S. Congressman, holding the powerful position of Ranking Member of the House Judiciary Committee. On the day we met in 1969 he was twenty-one, fresh out of Columbia. Bespectacled, garrulous, and corpulent, he’d recently won the job of district leader. Looking for foot soldiers, he’d asked me to meet him on a park bench at Eighty-First Street and Columbus Avenue. Why did we have to sit there in a downpour? Jerry claimed to have a message so sensitive that he couldn’t chance anyone else hearing it.

It pertained to the Democratic doges of the Upper West Side. Three years earlier, backers of presidential candidate Eugene McCarthy had begun to wrest control of the neighborhood from reformers who only a few years before had banished the last henchmen of the Tammany Hall machine. Now, Nadler whispered, those reformers were about to be toppled. A bold new regime was forming, spearheaded by a reclusive genius who could analyze political trends like no one before.

“He will be one of the top strategists in America very soon,” Nadler declared, “if he isn’t already.”

Nadler described how this mysterious mastermind and his followers were systematically canvasing and organizing the Upper West Side block by block, “down to individual apartment buildings.” He promised that their revolutionary cell would soon hold sway over the neighborhood and, eventually, all of New York City.

Nadler foretold a brave new world of campaigning, in which precise knowledge of voters would become the currency of political power. What made his pitch especially enticing: the veiled prophet behind this vision wanted me to be one of his minions—if I could prove myself worthy.

I told Nadler I would like to hear more.

“We’ll be in touch,” he said before disappearing into the night.



A few days later I received a call. It was The Master.

“Doug?” he said. “You talked to Jerry? Yes? Good. I want you to come over for dinner on Tuesday. You can come? Good. See you at seven.”

The caller was impatient, but I did catch his name—Dick Morris.

In the years to come, some would see Dick Morris as the creator and, nearly, the destroyer of Bill Clinton’s presidency. Back then he was just another recent Columbia grad who was certain he knew it all. When I arrived at his address, I found a building badly in need of paint and elevator maintenance. I rang his buzzer. The door opened. There stood the Great Oz—a gap-toothed twenty-two-year-old in a rumpled button-down shirt, holding a glass of orange juice. No wonder people called his gang the West Side Kids.

We sat down for some take-out chicken at a folding metal card table that Morris and his wife, Gita, also used for sidewalk pamphleteering. I listened to Morris’ plan for marshaling an unstoppable cadre of campaign operatives.

“I know things about political organizing that no one else does,” he said. “Sign on, and you’ll learn them too.”

“But I want to go to Harvard,” I told him.

“Give it up,” Morris commanded. “Go to Columbia and work for me as a canvasser. I’ll give you a block to organize. In two to four years, you’ll be a district leader.”

As he spoke, Gita listened raptly, making sure his glass was always filled with orange juice.

“You will know every building’s issue,” he went on. “You will own it. It will be yours.”

I felt like I was being lured into a cult. But I could not resist Morris’s magnetism. He had a rare intelligence. By the end of the evening, I told him I was in—providing he understood that, if Harvard accepted me, I was going there. Morris grudgingly agreed to my terms.

Soon Nadler and I were spending our evenings crammed into Morris’s tiny apartment, using his two phone lines to canvass voters. We’d ask them what mattered to them. We’d push our candidates—my first being Dick Gottfried, a young politician running for the state Assembly.

The West Side Kids were pragmatists. They recognized that, to win, they had to take care of constituent needs better than the incumbents did. For instance, Nadler became an expert on landlord-tenant issues—helping voters keep their rent-stabilized apartments. The Kids also capitalized on national issues. They organized rallies against the Vietnam War and pickets against grocers who sold grapes that weren’t picked by the United Farm Workers. The Kids used their research to tailor messages to voters. If a building was a stronghold of radical liberals, we would craft a spiel to the left of Trotsky. If another building had a lot of senior citizens, we’d get up to speed on Medicare and Social Security. No one had ever done such focused and flexible messaging before.

Unlike in the suburbs, you couldn’t canvass house-to-house in New York City. You had to figure out how to penetrate apartment buildings. If there was a panel of door buzzers, you’d ring a bunch of them, figuring that someone would assume you were delivering Chinese food. It was trickier if a building had a doorman. In that case, I would breeze into the lobby, announcing that I was visiting, say, Mr. and Mrs. Levy on the sixteenth floor. Once in the elevator, I would head straight to the top floor. It was crucial to start at the top of a building and work your way down—so you wouldn’t get tired. Sometimes allies who lived in the building would let me hide out while the dogged doorman sniffed my tracks.

Rather than buzz randomly, we used our research to target the people most likely to vote. In those days, West Side voters weren’t satisfied with getting a piece of campaign literature. They wanted a debate! Quite often, we were invited inside to defend our candidates and their positions. Gerard Piel, the publisher of Scientific American, once asked me to join his family for dinner. Morris and Nadler frowned on such collegiality. My skills were still suspect. Morris wouldn’t even let me canvass Lincoln Towers, a massive apartment complex that was home to many retired teachers. He didn’t think I was “mature” enough to handle these formidable debaters.

The West Side Kids compiled a list of 12,000 or so people who’d said they were going to vote. On election day, that list would be checked against the list of those who’d come to the polls so far. If Mrs. Levy hadn’t voted yet, a volunteer would call and politely remind her that time was running out. On the final day of the campaign, Nadler even had me calling transients at the West Side YMCA. (The Kids had developed a message for the homeless, promising food at the polls.)

Gottfried won the race handily. But I had a feeling it wasn’t because of the guys at the Y. In fact, what clinched the race for Gottfried was a deal Morris cut with fourth-generation Tammany Hall vestige Jim McManus. McManus was the reigning member of a family that had ruled politics in Hell’s Kitchen since 1892. In 1970, the McManus Club still controlled about 20 percent to 25 percent of the district. For a West Side leftist to make a deal with McManus was like progressive U.S. Rep. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez agreeing on anything with her far-right antagonist Rep. Marjorie Taylor Greene.

Only later did I learn that Gottfried and Morris had gone to McManus and asked for his support. For Dick, winning, rather than clinging to ideology, was the point. Some might see this as selling out. But it’s worth noting that Dick Gottfried has served in the Assembly for over fifty years, in which time he’s championed many progressive causes.

Likewise, Jerry Nadler saw the value in strategic accommodation. Many nights, after he and I would make calls from Morris’s apartment, we’d go—Dutch treat—to the Europa Café. The waiter behind the counter would ask Jerry, “The regular?” Out would come a sandwich stuffed with so much roast beef you could barely fit it your mouth. Jerry, who was on his way to tipping the scales at 340 pounds, polished it off without difficulty. In between bites, he would regale me with tales of Democratic party bosses. He was obsessed by Jimmy Hines, who’d controlled patronage in much of Manhattan during the 1920s and 1930s. Linked to mobsters Lucky Luciano and Dutch Schultz, Hines was convicted of racketeering in 1939. Nadler didn’t approve of Hines’s ethics, but he admired his consummate political skill—the way he managed his enemies and his territory. For Nadler and Morris, seizing power, and maintaining it, was the way to true progress.



My father had told me, “You will work every moment that you are not in school. If you do not get a job, I will get you a job. I guarantee you that any job I get you will be less pleasant than one you get yourself.” In gratitude for my campaign work, Dick Morris found me a summer job as a surveyor on the Board of Water Supply. There I was, at the age of seventeen, a political appointee earning about $400 a week (over $3,000 today). It was patronage politics at its best! It wasn’t quite a “no show” job—more of a “seldom show” job. Even though I’d never surveyed anything beyond some girls I’d hoped to date, I’d tag along with an older guy who’d lug a theodolite into Van Cortlandt Park or over to Randall’s Island. I’d wear an orange vest and hold a pole. I’m still not clear what we were supposed to be doing, but whatever it was, we didn’t do much of it. We averaged about four hours of work in the morning. If it was raining, we didn’t work at all.

Not that Dick Morris gave me any time off. A condition of my getting the surveyor job was that I’d show up at Morris’s apartment every night to help Jerry Nadler call voters, to make sure they supported our slate of district leaders. In the afternoons, I’d work for Tony Olivieri, a candidate for the 66th Assembly district on the Upper East Side.

One of my jobs was “constituent services”—solving the problems of citizens Tony Olivieri hoped would vote for him. One of his would-be constituents was a Mrs. Cox, who lived on E. 89th Street in a rundown tenement owned by Eberhart Brothers, one of Manhattan’s oldest management companies. Mrs. Cox told me she’d been trying forever to get Eberhart Brothers to paint her apartment. I called Eberhart. After some back and forth, the landlord sent over an older gentleman named Willie to paint her place. I thought for sure we had Mrs. Cox’s vote. Oh no! She said Willie had raced through the painting—giving her a no-primer, one-coat, no-frills job. After inspecting his work, I called Willie and complained.

“This is a crappy, slap-dash job!” I said. “You can barely tell it was painted!”

Willie calmly replied, “Look here, young buck. You spent a lot of time getting me there. But that lady’s landlord paid me next to nothing. If I get paid the minimum, you get the minimum work. If Eberhart Brothers wants to pay me more, I’ll take my time and give that lady what she wants.”

I took Willie’s point: Whenever you hire people, understand their needs as well as your own.

Tony Olivieri already seemed to have learned that lesson. “Work for my campaign,” he promised, “and I’ll do everything I can to get you into Harvard.”

Tony happened to be a Harvard grad and fundraiser, and he was as good as his word. On my behalf, he called a Harvard interviewer named Rufus Peebles.

“Doug, it’s all taken care of,” Tony reported back. “Just relax.”

Two weeks later I received a letter of admission. (Olivieri also got what he wanted—narrowly becoming the first Democrat-Liberal to win the “Silk Stocking District” in fifty-five years. He became a champion of tenants’ rights, health care, and environmental protection—all the while struggling with a brain tumor that claimed his life at age thirty-nine.)

It wasn’t that I didn’t have the credentials to get into Harvard. But as someone who grew up thinking success was strictly a matter of doing your homework, I was learning that it didn’t hurt to have what politicians call “an insurance policy.” There are back doors to most institutions, even if it’s not immediately clear where they are. If you look, you can find a way in, a path of least resistance. Chances are you’ll meet someone who can smooth your way, who can make a deal. Where possible, make that deal.






3 DO YOUR FIELDWORK


When I got to Harvard in the fall of 1970, the campus was bristling with dissent. The assassinations of Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert Kennedy were still open wounds. Many students from privileged families were fed up with conventional politics and committed to direct action. Protesting was practically an official major. The previous year, antiwar demonstrators had paralyzed the university by seizing control of University Hall for two weeks. Harvard president Nathan Pusey eventually called in police to evict the students—a move that lit new bonfires of outrage.

I was a buttoned-up kid in a button-down shirt who still believed you could work within the system. But by March of my first year, I got sucked into the political drama.

Conservative members of the Young Americans for Freedom (YAF) had announced a “counter teach-in” to educate the Harvard community on the wisdom of President Nixon’s policy in Southeast Asia. The only people more excited than the conservatives by the rally were their left-wing antagonists—the Students for a Democratic Society (SDS). By 1970, the SDS was riven with internal divisions. Leaders of the Harvard chapter saw the YAF event as a way to bind their splintered ranks.

The showdown promised to be as thrilling as the Muhammad Ali–Joe Frazier “Fight of the Century” that same month. The teach-in was due to be held at Sanders Theater, built in memory of Union soldiers who’d died in the Civil War. The night of the rally I headed over there with my dorm-mates Charlie Perkins and Coleman Harrison. The auditorium was packed. Due to speak were White House adviser Dolph Droge and representatives of the governments of Thailand and South Vietnam. Antiwar activists didn’t want to hear them.

“U.S. out of Vietnam! Butchers out of Harvard!” they chanted. “One, two, three, four, we got to end this fucking war!”

Overseeing the event was law professor Archibald Cox, who’d been President Kennedy’s solicitor general and who would later serve as Watergate special prosecutor. Cox begged the hecklers to let the speakers have their say.

“You cannot deny [freedom of speech] for one man and save it for others,” Cox told the mob.

The protestors continued to bark and stomp their feet. They threw paper airplanes, marshmallows, and pennies. After more than an hour of this mayhem, Cox shut the event down.

By now, Harvard’s administration had lost its patience with this behavior. The Committee on Rights and Responsibilities was in the process of throwing out fifty-two students deemed to have violated Harvard’s code of conduct. Unfortunately for the Sanders Theater protesters, photographers and TV crews had caught all the action. Footage of my friend Coleman Harrison showed him wiggling his fingers in his ears as he called someone onstage a “racist.” Coleman was soon summoned to a hearing before Professor Donald G. M. Anderson. The only problem: Coleman had been busted at another protest for allegedly pulling a knife on a cop. I had to call his father, Selig Harrison, a prominent foreign correspondent, who was abroad at the time. It also fell to me to appear on Coleman’s behalf before Professor Anderson. I explained that my classmate had been “unavoidably detained” because he was “um, presently incarcerated.”

Coleman got off without jail time, but he was suspended from Harvard for a year. Investigators also spotted our pal, Charlie Perkins, among the rabble-rousers. You couldn’t miss Charlie; he was wearing a shirt pinker than a flamingo. Charlie received a suspended suspension. To this day, he maintains that I should have been sanctioned—and that I would have been if I hadn’t worn a nondescript black ski parka. My advice: Stay seated and wear boring clothes. You can make a difference without making a scene.

It could have been worse. Around this time, some would-be anarchists lived on the streets of Cambridge. Come winter, Coleman and Charlie invited some of these cold and gamey radicals to crash in their dorm room. These dorm guests espoused a society free from the dictates of money and capitalism. So, Charlie and Coleman shouldn’t have been surprised that these light-fingered Bolsheviks “liberated” some of their possessions. Coleman started sleeping with one of this crew—a girl we dubbed Lackey Linda. (Wannabe Marxists were always sneering at “capitalist lackeys.”) Only much later did we learn that Linda was an informant in the FBI’s infamous Counter Intelligence Program (COINTELPRO), a covert operation designed to “neutralize” political dissidents. Apparently, the FBI figured that even longhairs like Coleman might fall for a honey-trap. Dating tip: Sleeping alone has its advantages.

Admittedly, back then, there weren’t too many duplicitous vixens aching to seduce me. As a freshman, I had the frustration of living in Thayer Hall below southern charmer Walter Isaacson, who later became editor of Time, CEO of CNN, and a bestselling author. Every weekend, I had to listen to high heels climbing the stairs to Walter’s room. I wondered how many girls he had up there. Many years later, I confessed my jealousy to him. “There was a lot of traffic,” Walter recalled, “but not a lot of action. I can tell you now, Doug, very little was happening in my room.”

As in all things, Harvard men could be quite competitive about sex. One guy was appalled when a Radcliffe woman informed him that she was dating other people. Vindictively, he leafleted the campus with flyers alleging that his would-be love, who lived in Kirkland House, was a prostitute. Some people mistook this slander for an advertisement. One of my teachers walked into class waving one of these flyers and proclaiming, “They’re selling pussy in Kirkland House!” A tenured professor! It was a different time.

Women at Harvard put up with a lot of boorish men. I had a roommate I’ll call Steve. Steve was a rich kid with far-left politics. He believed in every person’s right to self-determination. Except when it came to a pretty, first-year student he had the hots for. I’ll call her Beth. Steve wanted Beth for himself. For several years Beth refused to commit—until Steve became a top editor at the Crimson, whereupon he told her she could no longer write for the paper unless she became his girlfriend. She agreed. Apparently, though, she was unaware that Steve’s revolutionary principles included a fierce opposition to tennis. He found the sport too bourgeois. Little did Beth realize the danger of playing a few sets with me. She and I were about to head off to the courts one day when Steve returned to our dorm room. Finding her in her white tennis togs, he began to slam her head against a bedpost. I tackled him and pulled him off her. Beth and I made a hasty exit. Amazingly, she was still up for tennis—in fact, more so than ever! We’d just started playing when Steve walked onto the court. Snatching Beth’s racket, he whacked all our balls into the Charles River. Beth and Steve went on dating as if nothing had happened. Steve suffered no consequences—even though Beth’s brother, a future U.S. senator, knew about the assault—and Steve continued to style himself as a crusading human rights activist.

Be wary of people whose vision of a better world doesn’t include reforming themselves.



Getting tear-gassed at demonstrations was never my thing. But, now and then, I did challenge authority. In my first semester, I enrolled in a course in the newly created Afro-American Studies Department. I genuinely wanted to understand our country’s history of slavery and the struggle for civil rights. When I showed up for the first class, I discovered that I was the only white student. I didn’t mind—in fact, I thought it might be good to feel what it’s like to be in a minority. But the visiting lecturer, Hayward Henry Jr., didn’t agree. Henry, who later changed his name to Mtangulizi Sanyika, was a twenty-seven-year-old Black nationalist and the first chairman of the Congress of Afrikan People. As soon as he saw me, he said, “Leave!” He didn’t think I had the necessary sensitivity to understand the African American experience. He told me I was taking a place that belonged to a Black student. I left, but I complained to the dean of the faculty, John Thomas Dunlop, who later became President Ford’s secretary of labor. Dunlop told me Henry’s edict was clearly discriminatory—but that I should let it drop. “Pick your battles, kid,” he said. It’s a piece of advice I still offer to people. Postscript: Henry moved to MIT the following year but returned to Harvard for a 1973 meeting where, one meeting organizer later charged, Henry’s inflammatory rhetoric provoked the stabbings of seven other attendees.

I found a much more enlightening teacher in Martin Kilson. The first African American professor to receive tenure at Harvard, Kilson taught government there for four decades. He was part intellectual historian, part ward boss. He sometimes wore a cowboy hat. He had a penetrating mind and a wicked sense of humor. One day I walked into his office to talk to him about a paper. I found him furiously arguing with a Black student about who was responsible for a series of rapes in nearby Medford. Kilson believed the rapists were Black. The student contended whites were responsible. Kilson finally drew himself up and said, “Get your Black ass out to Medford! I want to know what’s happening. You’re my scout, my courier. Don’t just talk. Do some fieldwork!” He then turned politely to me and said, “Schoen, your paper?” It was classic Kilson—irreverent, probing, dedicated to fact over opinion.

I had an odd but delightful relationship with Kilson. From the beginning, he made it clear that he would only have a limited amount of time for me.

“Schoen, there are plenty of professors who will work with you—a smart Jewish boy,” Kilson told me. “I have to put my time into the Black students.”

He was not being biased or patronizing. Indeed, there were some formidable Black students in our class—among them Robert P. Young Jr., who became a Michigan Supreme Court Justice, and Leonard S. Coleman Jr., later president of baseball’s National League and New Jersey’s energy commissioner. No one in the class impressed Kilson more than future Harvard professor and 2024 presidential candidate Cornel West, who at seventeen was already sporting a rakish scarf and pipe. West could ride on his intellect. “All of you other people are going to have to go out into the field,” Kilson told us. “Talk to people, and really work for insights!”

Obeying his marching orders, I headed off to Harlem to research a final paper about how upstart Charlie Rangel had defeated the legendary Rep. Adam Clayton Powell Jr. to win the 18th Congressional District. I did dozens of interviews—talking to community leaders, ward bosses, journalists, and Rangel. Maybe I asked too many questions. One day, I got mugged at knife point and had to beg a bus driver to help me get home. But I was excited by the work. Kilson showed me that I could do serious research. And my shoe leather paid off—he gave me an A+. I later established a fellowship in Kilson’s name to fund other students’ research.

Don’t guess! Do your fieldwork! Ask questions until you get answers.






4 DON’T BACK LOSERS, UNLESS…


By now I’d traveled far afield. I’d learned a lot about politics from Dick Morris and Martin Kilson. But I knew I needed to enlarge my experience. I needed to get even further out of my comfort zone.

From the time of my bar mitzvah, I’d learned that social action was an essential part of a good life. Our rabbi, Bernard Jacob Bamberger, was a vocal advocate for civil rights. My mother was a supporter of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People and the National Urban League. Together, we’d watched TV coverage of Black students trying to enroll at segregated schools in the South. We’d mourned activist Medgar Evers when he was assassinated in 1963. So, in 1971, when I heard that Evers’s brother, Charles, was running for governor of Mississippi, I wanted to help register voters.

Naturally, my parents were a little worried. They remembered that Andrew Goodman and Michael Schwerner, both Jewish kids from New York, had been murdered with James Chaney by the Ku Klux Klan during the Freedom Summer of 1964. Nevertheless, my folks let me go.

Charles Evers was a singular candidate. A college graduate and veteran of World War II and the Korean War, he’d worked as dishwasher, disc jockey, nightclub operator, numbers-runner, bootlegger, and pimp. His brother’s assassination remade him and spurred him to carry on Medgar’s NAACP work. In 1969, Charles became Mississippi’s first elected Black mayor in a century. More combative than Medgar, Mayor Evers hired bodyguards and used strong-arm tactics to enforce boycotts of white merchants in his town of Fayette. Having disclosed his criminal past, he was now primed for higher office.

Arriving in Mississippi at the beginning of the summer, I found a bedroom in a Black neighborhood in Jackson. It was a group house for kids with special needs run by the Reverend Eddie McBride. The fact that Reverend McBride carried a pistol told me something about the political atmosphere.

I did my best to adapt to my surroundings. Every Sunday morning, I’d walk down Pearl Street toward the State Capitol, where I’d pick up local newspapers, like the Clarion-Ledger and the Memphis Commercial Appeal. Sometimes I’d find the Sunday New York Times. I used to get stares. I could understand the locals’ confusion: not only was I white, but I may also have been the only person in town who wasn’t headed to church. More than a few residents looked at my newspapers and figured I must be the new paperboy.

When I first spoke to Evers’s campaign manager, Ed Cole, I mentioned my experience in New York elections.

“Doug,” Cole said, “how would you like to be our research director?”

It was a daunting offer. I really wasn’t sure what a research director was supposed to do. Luckily, during a trip to the statehouse I stumbled upon Bill Minor, the legendary correspondent for the New Orleans Times-Picayune. Minor had been covering Mississippi politics for more than two decades. Unsolicited, he helped me put together policy papers. Each morning I’d darken the door of his tiny, newspaper-strewn office for my tutorial. One day it would be property taxes; the next might be Mississippi’s State Sovereignty Commission. Minor would tell me who to talk to, where to look, sometimes even what to write. A quick piece of advice: Wherever you go, look for a mentor.

Pointed by Minor in the right direction, I’d head off to the state archives. Guessing that a nosey Yankee might raise eyebrows, I posed as a graduate student from Tulane University. I tried to blend in wherever I went. One day I visited the Neshoba County Fair. Jimmy Swan, one of Evers’s opponents, was campaigning there. The former country music star had run for governor in 1967, promising to save Mississippi from school integration and “the moral degeneracy of total mass integration that Washington has decreed for our children.” Swan wore a white suit—just to underscore his supremacy. Supposedly, he was trying to tone down his racist rhetoric in this election. But he was still waving around a book titled, Take Your Choice: Separation or Mongrelization. At the fair, he railed against racial intermarriage. I give him one thing: he taught me a new word—miscegenation.

Evers’s operation couldn’t have been more different from that of the disciplined West Side Kids. His white press secretary, Jason Berry, and I were both frustrated with the campaign’s disorganization. It didn’t help that some of the other northern volunteers didn’t seem all that serious about the campaign. They were more like wandering do-gooders—free radicals—who’d come down to check out the scene. Every Monday night, they’d have an “encounter group” where they shared their feelings. There were some heated exchanges between the northern volunteers and the Black Mississippians. One morning, they were having an intense debate. Up till then, Evers had stayed out of the squabbles. But that day, he called us to order. He was a big man whose streetwise bearing told you he took no shit. When he stood to address us, everybody shut up.

“When I worked for Bobby Kennedy, I did what Bob Kennedy told me,” he rumbled. “Now, this is my campaign. You’re working for me. So, you’re going to do things my way.”

At the time, I don’t think I fully appreciated his point: this was his time, a Black man in Mississippi was in charge. After his younger brother’s murder, Charles later admitted, “Part of the reason I came back to Mississippi was to kill white folks. At times, in those first months back, I just wanted to kill every white man I could.” But he’d harnessed his rage and picked up Medgar’s crusade, mounting a campaign to help citizens of all colors. He showed that anger can be a superpower if you use it constructively and rationally.

Regrettably, Sen. Ted Kennedy and other prominent Democrats wouldn’t campaign for him—for fear of antagonizing Southern Democrats or because Evers was running as an Independent, as he had to in a state where the Democratic Party had never supported a Black candidate. (It would be another forty years before a major party nominated a Black candidate for governor in Mississippi.)

Fortunately, there were other brave Black men who came to help Charles. That summer I had the privilege of meeting John Lewis and Julian Bond. One of the last events I attended before going home to New York was a rally in Copiah County. That day, Evers’s motorcade set out from Jackson, escorted by a retinue of white police officers. In 1971, in Mississippi, this was practically unimaginable. Two hours later, we arrived at a ramshackle, white wooden church. The room was steamy, and I sensed fear in a congregation that had long been scared away from the polls. I saw that they had a different view of the white cops “protecting” the candidate. Once again, Evers came to the moment from a much higher plane. He spoke like a Baptist preacher—cajoling, haranguing, and imploring his flock to exercise its rights.

“What the hell are you doing if you don’t get yourself registered?” he said.

The mood in the room was electric. He’d fired them up. On Election Day, Evers lost badly, garnering only 21 percent of the vote. But he had always been clear-eyed about his chances. He expected to lose. But he hoped that, along the way, he’d start to build a statewide machine that would fight fraud and intimidation in future elections. Evers wasn’t running to get elected so much to show his people how to raise their voices and speak their minds. As he said in his previous race, “Hands that picked cotton can now pick the mayor.”

Since becoming a political consultant, I’ve tended to avoid races where I thought there was no chance of winning. But I often remember Charles Evers’s lesson:

Winning isn’t always the point. A defeat can get you closer to victory. Lose the battle but win the war. Know your goal.






5 KNOW YOUR WHEREABOUTS


I returned to New York in July and went straight to work for City Councilman Carter Burden. Burden’s upbringing was as far from Evers’s as caviar is from collard greens. An heir to the Vanderbilt fortune, Burden had graduated from Harvard and Columbia Law School. Now, at age twenty-nine, he owned the Village Voice and had a stake in New York magazine. The New York Times described him as “tall, lean, blond, deeply tanned, and patricianly handsome.” His wife, Amanda, was a Standard Oil heiress whose stepfather, William S. Paley, had founded CBS. The fun couple’s glittering parties made the society columns. Posh as he was, Burden had served as Bobby Kennedy’s liaison in New York’s inner city. Having campaigned energetically for his council seat, he seemed sincere about improving the lives of his low- and middle-income constituents. He just didn’t like to work too hard doing it. Tony Olivieri, the assemblyman who’d helped me get into Harvard, had helped Burden get through Columbia Law School. “You should meet Carter,” Tony told me. “But please understand: he’s a specialist in getting other people to live his life for him.”

Before long, Burden put me to work deciphering New York City’s nearly inscrutable finances. The intricacies of the budget were, frankly, stultifying. Fortunately, Burden soon shifted me to another assignment—taking on one of Manhattan’s most powerful politicians in one of the toughest slums in America.

The man Carter Burden aimed to take down was Assemblyman Frank Rossetti. Rossetti had been part of the Democratic political machine for nearly three decades. His district in East Harlem had long been a stronghold for Italian Americans. But over the years, they’d been replaced by Blacks and Puerto Ricans. Burden was determined to capitalize on the opportunity this presented. He spent as much as $50,000 of his own money in support of Rossetti’s opponent—a young lawyer named Eugene Nardelli. Nardelli’s family was from the lower section of East Harlem. He’d boldly moved onto Rossetti’s turf to challenge its longtime boss. Nardelli had some potent supporters. Herman Badillo, a local congressman who was mulling a run for mayor, backed him.

What would ordinarily have been an innocuous race for district leadership had turned into a proxy fight for the 1973 mayoral race. If Burden could defeat Tammany Hall’s candidate, the Reform Democrat would become the new political boss. And when Burden asked me to serve as Nardelli’s campaign manager, I found myself—at age eighteen—in the thick of it.

I’d met Rossetti when I was researching my Harvard paper on Charlie Rangel’s win over Adam Clayton Powell Jr. Rossetti embodied everything I hated about politics. He was overdressed, obnoxious, and he talked out of both sides of his month. Nardelli told me that whenever he’d see him, Rossetti would say, “Hey kid, here’s a couple hundred bucks, buy yourself a new suit.” (Nardelli sniffed that his suits cost way more than $200.) We knew that ousting Rossetti was a long shot. All the same, our little team hit the streets, knocking first on the doors of the remaining Italians—mostly older people. We also leafleted the housing projects that were home to Hispanic and Black voters. Early in the campaign, I made the rookie mistake of bringing a salsa band to a rally at the Lincoln Houses, where most of the residents were African American. The music was not exactly a hit. Before we knew what was happening, our team was being pelted from the rooftops with rocks and other debris. We beat a hasty retreat.

Rossetti’s support didn’t just come from his Tammany buddies. He had a few “friends in the neighborhood.” Among them was Anthony “Fat Tony” Salerno, a top capo in the Genovese crime family. Salerno oversaw its businesses—which included bookmaking, loansharking, extortion, and murder-for-hire—from the Palma Boys Social Club at 416 East 115th Street.

Nardelli and I decided it was best to steer clear of the social club crew, since they obviously weren’t buying what we were selling. But one day we ignored our own rule and tried canvassing the block where the wiseguys sipped their espressos. Nardelli and I were climbing the stairs of a tenement when we heard a banging sound coming from above. I was already worried about Fat Tony; now this bang, bang, bang was getting louder and closer. Nardelli bent down and pulled a pistol from an ankle holster I didn’t know he had.

“That’s why I carry this,” he said, showing me his gun. I guess this was supposed to reassure me. Finally, we looked up and saw a junkie with pinwheel eyes. For some reason, he was thrashing each step with a stick. We let him pass. No wonder my mother stayed awake until I got home.

The Nardelli team continued to campaign hard. We got a high-profile endorsement from former Mayor Robert Wagner as well as from the New York Times. Unfortunately, neither endorsement mattered as much in East Harlem as the opinion of Antonio “Buckaloo” Ferro. The reputed Genovese underboss spent his days sitting in a beach chair outside a social club at 116th Street and Second Avenue. He wore his pants near his nipples and always had an unlit cigar dangling from his mouth. When Buckaloo put the word out that Rossetti was his guy, all bets were off. Suddenly, people who’d put up our posters didn’t want to have anything to do with us. A few days before, a candy store owner couldn’t have been more supportive. Now he said, “Please don’t come in here. It can only cause us problems.”


OEBPS/e9781682452271/images/common2.jpg





OEBPS/e9781682452271/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Introduction


		Part One

		Chapter 1: Leave Your Zone


		Chapter 2: Make the Deal


		Chapter 3: Do Your Fieldwork


		Chapter 4: Don’t Back Losers, Unless…


		Chapter 5: Know Your Whereabouts


		Chapter 6: No One Owns a Good Idea


		Chapter 7: Learning the Grayscale


		Chapter 8: Finding a Partner


		Chapter 9: Losers Pay Too


		Chapter 10: Give It a Shot


		Chapter 11: Go General







		Part Two

		Chapter 12: Scrolls and Swissies


		Chapter 13: Inoculation


		Chapter 14: The Remaking of a President


		Chapter 15: Wrestling with Strongmen


		Chapter 16: Obedience Training


		Chapter 17: Confidence Game


		Chapter 18: Bamboo, Soccer, and Dear Leader


		Chapter 19: Sunny Places and Shady People


		Chapter 20: Hugo & Jimmy


		Chapter 21: When to Lie







		Part Three

		Chapter 22: Uncoupling


		Chapter 23: Breaking Ranks


		Chapter 24: A Long Flight to Kyiv


		Chapter 25: Dropping in on the Donald


		Chapter 26: I Like Mike (Again)


		Chapter 27: Infectious Ideas


		Chapter 28: At the Barricades


		Chapter 29: Appreciating the Middleman







		Schoenisms for Every Occasion


		About the Authors


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Introduction


		About the Authors


		Copyright








		I


		III


		IV


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296








OEBPS/e9781682452271/images/9781682452271.jpg





OEBPS/e9781682452271/images/title.jpg
THE

POLITICS
OF LIFE

MY ROAD TO THE MIDDLE
IN A HOSTILE
AND ADVERSARIAL WORLD

DOUGLAS E. SCHOEN

with George Rush

Regan Arts.





