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This book is dedicated to the visionary progressive activists and philanthropists who made my early work possible, including Cora Weiss, Leonard Boudin, David Lubell, Wade Greene, David Hunter, Stanley Sheinbaum, Jay Harris, Peggy Dulany, Carrie Cameron, Randall Robinson, Leni Sinclair, Allen Young, Robert Zevin, and many others.

A special tribute in memoriam to my inspiration and muse, Abbie Hoffman, and to friend, colleague, journalist, and environmentalist, the late Arlie Schardt.









“Public sentiment is everything. With public sentiment, nothing can fail. Without it, nothing can succeed.”

—Abraham Lincoln

“People can only act on the information made available to them.”

—Huey P. Newton, cofounder of the Black Panther Party










FOREWORD

If progressives lose the future, it will not be due to a lack of good policy ideas. If we lose the future, ceding democracy to authoritarians or bad corporate actors, it will be due mostly to a stunning failure to communicate with people in simple language that connects with them on the level of their moral values. And it will be due to a stubborn rejection of tried-and-true scientific methods of mass communications—methods that conservatives have repeatedly deployed to winning effect.

David Fenton spent most of his life trying to convince Democrats and progressives to take the art of communication seriously. Long before others in the progressive movement understood public relations as a core function of social change, David grasped the power of unconscious thought, metaphor, symbolism, and media strategy to shape the public discourse. David understood the importance of presenting issues in a way that taps into the most deeply held values of an audience. All politics are moral politics, and people act in line with their moral identities, not because they agree with a list of policies. Sound bites and slogans mean nothing if they fail to resonate with a person’s moral worldview.

With his deep understanding of how communication works, David pioneered the field of progressive PR, helping social change organizations adopt professional communications strategies and tactics to win major victories for truth, freedom, democracy, the people, and the planet. In 1982, he founded the first communications firm dedicated solely to progressive causes.

In this captivating memoir, David provides readers with a personal tour of his journey through recent US history. Starting as a seventeen-year-old photographer with the Liberation News Service (LNS), David had a front-row seat for some of the most tumultuous years of the 1960s. He covered protests against the Vietnam War, the trial of the Chicago Seven, the fight for People’s Park in Berkeley, and the rise of the Black Panther movement. He documented the sea change in US culture, politics, and music.

Along the way, he learned from both the successes and mistakes of US activist movements. And he never wavered in his determination to tell the truth, challenge powerful interests, and stand up for people.

The lessons David draws from his life as a pioneer of progressive communications remain urgently relevant for activists today. As we confront the rising specter of authoritarianism and economic injustice—as well as the rapid destruction of our common home due to global warming driven by greedy fossil fuel corporations—we must not forget the lessons of the past.

This book is essential reading for anyone who wishes to grasp the lessons of history and understand the crucial role of communications in changing minds and winning progress.

—George Lakoff, PhD

GEORGE LAKOFF IS A PROFESSOR EMERITUS OF COGNITIVE SCIENCE AND LINGUISTICS AT THE UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA AT BERKELEY. HE IS THE AUTHOR OF DON’T THINK OF AN ELEPHANT!, MORAL POLITICS, AND OTHER BOOKS. HE IS @GEORGELAKOFF ON TWITTER.
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Yoko Ono in Albany protesting fracking, January 11, 2013.






PROLOGUE

YOKO ONO BEATS NEW YORK GOVERNOR ANDREW CUOMO

It’s the winter of 2012. Yoko Ono, her son, Sean Ono Lennon, and actress Susan Sarandon get off a chartered bus accompanied by fifteen reporters, several colleagues at Fenton Communications—the progressive public relations firm I founded—and me. Everyone piles into a modest home across the street from a loud gas fracking well that is belching fumes. The family who lives there shows everyone into the bathroom, where the Pennsylvania Department of Health has posted warning stickers. These say that the bathroom windows must be left open while taking a shower.

Why? The authorities fear the house might explode from the methane gas coming through the showerhead. The family explains that they had no problems with methane until fracking wells were drilled right next door. Yet gas industry stooges insist the family is lying. The gas endangering them is “naturally” in the water.

At another nearby home, the family hands Yoko and Sean a plastic bottle full of their disgustingly discolored, dirty-brown tap water. Their polluted water—also a direct result of fracking. The cameras whirl.

This made news all over the country.

Yoko and Sean had hired Fenton Communications to help pass a permanent moratorium on fracking in New York State. I had never met Yoko, although in 1971 in Ann Arbor, Michigan, she performed with John Lennon at the John Sinclair Freedom Rally I helped organize. She and her son, Sean, arrived at the Fenton office bearing a ton of sushi, and together we developed a plan to pressure Governor Andrew Cuomo to ban fracking for methane gas in New York.
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Yoko Ono, Sean Ono Lennon, and Susan Sarandon (far right) hold a bottle of this family’s tap water. The home is near a fracking well in Pennsylvania.



Notice I didn’t say “natural gas.” The word “natural” evokes a positive image in the brain—and in a world threatened by climate change, there’s nothing natural about methane. This so-called natural gas is actually poison. It heats the planet and must be phased out rapidly. Research clearly shows that calling it, accurately, “methane gas” results in much more public concern.

Yoko and Sean became active after discovering that a planned new pipeline for fracked gas would run near their home in Upstate New York. Learning more about the many problems with fracking, they decided to act. They reached out to many other celebrities, including Paul McCartney, and formed Artists Against Fracking.

They weren’t the only ones to oppose fracking. For some time, a grassroots antifracking movement had been working hard to prevent the practice in New York. When the celebrity artists joined in, the effort attracted far more attention. In time, the combination of both won the day.

At a conference a few years before, I had watched Dr. Anthony Ingraffea of Cornell University demolish industry myths about fracking, the process by which rocks deep underground are fractured to release the methane gas trapped within. A former oil and gas industry engineer, he clearly showed that, over time, a large percentage of fracked wells leak. This releases toxic chemicals and methane gas into underground water supplies. It also sends methane directly into the atmosphere, where it is a highly potent greenhouse gas. Methane traps almost one hundred times more heat on Earth than carbon dioxide for the first twenty years, which is all we have to save our climate. Professor Ingraffea explained why—the thin layers of cement used to line the fracking wells deep under the earth inevitably crack from pressure and temperature changes. And at those depths, nothing can be done to fix the inevitable leaks.

This is exactly the opposite of what the fracking industry claims in their advertising and other propaganda. According to them, fracking is perfectly safe. When people living near the drilling sites complain of contaminated water supplies, the gas industry claims it is “completely unrelated” to the drilling close to their homes. In Josh Fox’s seminal HBO documentary Gasland, families showed how their tap water could literally be lit on fire, right in the sink. The industry accused Josh of staging a hoax and portrayed the families as victims of hysteria. The methane in their water supply was “natural,” the industry claimed, even though methane had never previously made the families’ water combustible. This was typical slimy, sleazy bullshit, courtesy of gas industry public relations firms. The very firms that Fenton was founded to counter.

Working with Yoko and Sean, we decided on a simple message: “Don’t Frack New York.” We showed journalists, and through them the public, that fracking wells frequently leak, poisoning water supplies. It was a simple message, easily understood. It spoke to the heart. It focused on something everyone values: clean water, an iconic symbol of health and well-being. And everything we said was true.
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Our billboard on the highway Governor Cuomo took to Albany, November, 2012.



Artists Against Fracking bought full-page newspaper ads that explained why fracking should be banned. Then, to get Governor Cuomo’s attention, we bought a huge billboard on the highway Cuomo regularly took between Manhattan and the state capital, Albany. “Governor Cuomo,” the giant sign read, “IMAGINE THERE’S NO FRACKING… Love, Yoko and Sean.”

Cuomo’s chief aide called immediately. “This sign is unfair. You should direct it at the state head of environmental conservation,” he said.

“What? It’s the governor’s decision,” I replied. “Meanwhile, why are you so mad? It only says ‘imagine.’ It’s not an attack ad.”

That billboard definitely got the governor’s attention. Soon after, fracking opponents were invited to meet with Cuomo’s aides. But despite repeated requests, Cuomo stubbornly refused to meet with Yoko. So, we made a TV ad with Yoko looking directly into the camera. “Governor Cuomo. You haven’t been able to meet with me about fracking,” she narrated. “So, I’m going to show you what it looks like here on TV.”

The video rolled with horrific scenes of fracking wells that were right on top of people’s homes and sinks being lit on fire. John Lennon’s classic song “Gimme Some Truth” played in the background. At the end, Yoko came back on camera. “Nice to meet you, governor.”

Cuomo met with her a few days later. Really, there’s nothing like guaranteed visibility. Advertising works.

Artists Against Fracking joined with grassroots antifracking groups in a giant petition drive. Actor Mark Ruffalo played an important role in the coalition. They delivered more petitions with more signatures than the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation had ever previously received. Yoko and Sean personally helped deliver boxes of them, while cameras whirled. Yoko also recruited Lady Gaga, whose tweet to her seventy million followers asking people to call Cuomo’s office melted down his phone system.

The result? Cuomo did the right thing. He banned fracking in New York State, one of only two states to do so—the other is progressive Vermont. Industry was surprised and furious.

So was Cuomo. He resented the pressure and personally blacklisted Fenton Communications from working for any New York State agency.
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Me being shoved around by an angry Chicago plainclothes cop while trying to photograph the Weatherman Days of Rage, October 1969.






INTRODUCTION

FOR MORE THAN FIFTY YEARS, I HAVE BEEN A PROGRESSIVE MEDIA ACTIVIST

This book combines the lessons I’ve learned with vignettes from my life, which largely parallels the story of the modern Left in the United States. I started as a teenage, high school dropout photojournalist shooting riots and rock stars for the underground press of the ’60s. Then I became a hippie activist, living in a commune that took over the Ann Arbor, Michigan, city government in the early 1970s, when we legalized pot and opened free day care and medical centers. After working at High Times and Rolling Stone magazines, I coproduced the 1979 No Nukes concerts at Madison Square Garden in New York.

In 1982, I created the first public relations firm dedicated solely to progressive causes—Fenton Communications. We helped many activist groups reverse the nuclear arms race, free Nelson Mandela from prison, end apartheid, boost sales of organic foods, fight the death penalty and a racist criminal “justice” system, oppose America’s imperial adventures abroad, and fight for clean energy and a livable climate. The firm is still at it, and so am I.

During my half century of activism, I’ve learned how to use the media for social change, starting in the late 1960s, an era when idealists, activists, and utopians did so brilliantly, even dominating popular culture. Alas, today that’s all changed.

Reflecting back on a lifetime of media organizing, here is what I have learned, the precepts that can power progressives to success. Unfortunately, today’s Republicans apply them much more effectively than Democrats and progressives. Please note: Good ideas do not sell themselves. Use the following principles to advance your cause.

I started thinking about all of this as a high school dropout in New York City. At that time, Martin Luther King was choreographing television to spread the moral imperatives of civil rights into every home. Anti-Vietnam War campaigners and draft resistors often achieved equal billing with the war itself, using brilliant tactics to get news coverage. The Black Panthers were on TV resisting police violence, spreading Black pride, and feeding breakfast to poor children. In 1970, millions turned out for the first Earth Day, leading to landmark environmental legislation. The Beatles, Jefferson Airplane, the Doors, and so many other musicians spread progressive values—and personal liberation—to huge audiences.

In the 1960s, political and cultural progressives often dominated popular culture and the news. But then, the Left started to lose its connections with the US public, while the Right eventually triumphed with think tanks, talk radio, FOX News, and a sophisticated online disinformation machine. We built no such infrastructure. So, we went from flower power to President Donald Trump.

The accomplishments of the ’60s have been lasting and profound: greater personal freedoms, more rights for women and the LGBTQ+ population, the end of Jim Crow segregation, the election of the first Black president, almost the end of pot persecution, greater sexual freedom, freedom from stultifying religious and cultural norms, and the end of drafting hundreds of thousands of soldiers to fight against popular uprisings abroad. We still have a long way to go on these issues, but we have made so much amazing progress.

However, the failures of the ’60s still haunt us. We totally failed when it comes to the most important political imperative of all, gaining power. Reactionary, right-wing monopoly corporate forces are more in control of our country today than ever. They have brainwashed a large portion of the population. (As Jane Mayer concludes in her important book Dark Money, “What the Koch brothers really did was pay to change how Americans think.”) And now they threaten our democracy and even the very survival of humanity by attacking science while profiting from heating the globe with fossil fuels. All for a few companies and billionaires, while systemic racism still dominates America.

Why have progressives and Democrats been so much less effective at public communications than the right? Partly because people on the left look down on the idea of “selling” ideas. People from the liberal arts (or law or the sciences) are inculcated with the false belief that the facts persuade by themselves. They are up against people on the Right who go to business school and who, to advance their careers, have mastered marketing, communications, and cognitive science to sell products and services. Ironically, they have triumphed by using communications principles we pioneered in the ’60s, then largely abandoned.

Now, we are in a new era of activism, as young people rise up to conquer racism, protect science, ensure a livable planet, and fight for economic, racial, and gender justice. If we pay attention to the principles on the following pages, I’m convinced we can win again. To ensure civilization’s very survival, we must.

The great free-form radio newscaster of the 1960s, Wes “Scoop” Nisker of KSAN in San Francisco, coined a slogan we could all try to live by: “If you don’t like the news, go out and make your own!” So, I did.

DAVID FENTON BERKELEY, CALIFORNIA JANUARY, 2022





COMMUNICATION RULES FOR ACTIVISTS

CRAFT SIMPLE MESSAGES EVERYONE CAN UNDERSTAND. Use short, clear, unpretentious language already in common use. Avoid jargon and wonky technical terms, and above all, avoid rhetoric. Not: “We have to cut carbon emissions.” Rather: “We have to stop pollution.” We may not like “Make America Great Again,” but it worked.

SPEAK TO THE HEART FIRST, THE MIND SECOND. Don’t just recite facts—they only work inside stories that touch people’s emotions through moral narratives. Whoever holds the moral high ground wins. Not: “We have to get to net zero by 2050.” Rather: “Our children deserve a future, so we must act against polluters.”

STORIES NEED GOOD AND BAD CHARACTERS. People learn from stories about people. Think climate activist Greta Thunberg against the “blah, blah” politicians doing nothing.

REPEAT, REPEAT, REPEAT YOUR MESSAGES. People learn from incessant repetition, which sticks in the brain, changing its very circuitry. Therefore, only repetition of simple messages changes public opinion. Only when you are sick to death of saying the same thing over and over do you have any chance of breaking through. Repetition also creates political pressure on leaders. They know one-time messages or actions, like a demonstration, go away. Repetition forces leaders to pay attention.

PRACTICE FRAMING ISSUES YOUR WAY. People think in what linguists call frames—existing circuitry in the brain formed by years of exposure to language. So, frame issues to activate people’s existing neural wiring. For example, when you say “pollution,” everyone thinks “bad.” When you say “carbon,” most people don’t know what to think, as there is little existing circuitry attached to the word. Also, don’t get suckered by responding to the other side’s framing—you’re only helping them if you repeat it. Not: “We aren’t taking away anyone’s jobs.” Rather: “Those who block climate action are allowing extreme weather to destroy our economy and jobs.”

USE SYMBOLISM. Incorporate familiar images and phrases with cultural resonance (another form of framing). An apple a day keeps the doctor away. Three strikes and you’re out. Don’t judge a book by its cover. Pick symbols that are sticky, hard to forget. For example: How much heat energy is climate change trapping on Earth? The same energy as exploding 600,000 atomic bombs a day.

TELL THE TRUTH. Spin is deceit. Expect your opponents to lie and mislead—don’t do it yourself. The truth is more powerful, and it’s the only ethical choice. You can simplify the truth, but do not distort it. If you make mistakes, quickly admit them and move on.

ENSURE YOU ARE REACHING PEOPLE BY USING ADVERTISING. Don’t assume your message is reaching the public. People can only act on information that reaches them. While you may not like a world awash in advertising, that’s the world we live in. If you’re not buying attention, you risk getting none. Digital advertising usually costs far less than most progressives think. You can also drop advertising bombs to change narratives and make news.

RECRUIT CELEBRITIES, INFLUENCERS, AND CULTURAL FIGURES. They attract attention and have large followings. Recruit athletes, actors, rock stars, CEOs, and YouTube and Instagram influencers to promote your message. Think Lady Gaga on LGBTQ+ rights, Leonardo DiCaprio on climate, John Legend on criminal justice reform.

FIGHT FALSEHOOD AND DISINFORMATION IMMEDIATELY. If you don’t, it can stick in people’s minds, enabling a big lie to become “truth.” To fight it, double down on all of the directives above. If a journalist is regurgitating disinformation, complain respectfully to them, and their bosses, too.

IT’S WHO YOU KNOW. And who you get to know. In the media, as elsewhere, relationships are crucial. Get to know journalists, editors, social media decision-makers, and broadcasters. Most are inclined toward progressive ideals, but need to trust activists. Take them to lunch. Throw parties. Go drinking with them. Unless they work for right-wing phony media like FOX, never treat journalists as the enemy. Understand the culture of news and news hooks. Use them to hook media coverage.





ORGANIZE TO WIN

Good communication is half the battle. You also have to run an organized campaign. Some points to remember:

[image: Image] NOTHING IS BLACK AND WHITE—EVERYTHING CONTAINS CONTRADICTIONS. DON’T MAKE THE PERFECT THE ENEMY OF THE GOOD.

[image: Image] AVOID SECTARIANISM, THE CANCER OF THE LEFT. IT USUALLY REFLECTS RIGID IDEOLOGY.

[image: Image] SPEND MORE ENSURING YOU REACH PEOPLE, OR YOU WON’T. OFTEN THIS IS A BETTER USE OF FUNDS THAN HIRING MORE STAFF.

[image: Image] PAY GOOD PEOPLE WELL. A FEW REALLY TALENTED PEOPLE CAN ACCOMPLISH MORE THAN A CROWD OF THOSE LESS TALENTED. USE BONUS AND INCENTIVE PAY SO PEOPLE DO THEIR BEST.

[image: Image] BEWARE ENDLESS MEETINGS AND PROCESSES.

[image: Image] BUREAUCRACY IS A BALL AND CHAIN. STOP IT AS SOON AS IT APPEARS, WHICH IT WILL.

[image: Image] YOUR FEELINGS AND IDENTITY ARE IMPORTANT—BUT FOCUSING ON THEM MAY NOT BE THE BEST WAY TO GET YOUR MESSAGE ACROSS OR BUILD MAJORITIES.

[image: Image] WE NEED GOOD LEADERS, SO FOLLOW THEM. WARS AREN’T WON WITHOUT GENERALS. BEWARE PARALYZING ULTRA-DEMOCRACY. WORK TOWARD CONSENSUS, BUT WAITING FOR IT BEFORE ACTION CAN MEAN LAME ACTION OR NO ACTION AT ALL.
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Mounted police chase a boy who burned an American flag in New York’s Central Park. The boy was then badly beaten by the police and arrested. October 12, 1968.
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Me at 17, the summer of 1969.






CHAPTER 1 ADVERSITY MAKES AN ACTIVIST: OR, THE ORIGINS OF AN ACTIVIST



IN WHICH I LEARN…


	CIVIL DISOBEDIENCE IN HIGH SCHOOL.

	SEX, DRUGS, AND ROCK AND ROLL.

	LIES ABOUT THE VIETNAM WAR.

	RELIGIOUS HYPOCRISY AT HOME.





So, how did a nice Jewish boy from Manhattan decide to drop out of high school and wind up founding the nation’s first politically progressive public relations firm?

It started when I was eleven, when my mother had a nervous breakdown.

“Will you please come help my mother?” I asked, knocking on the doors of at least ten psychiatrists on my street, East 74th Street, on New York’s fancy Upper East Side. Of course, none would leave their patients for the eleven-year-old boy at their door.

It was 1963. I had come home from junior high school that afternoon to find my mother in the mail room off the lobby of our high-rise apartment building. She had a wild look in her eyes. Her clothes were torn, and there were smudge marks on her face.

“David, something wonderful has happened.”

“What, Mom?”

“God has revealed something amazing to me.”

Confused and frightened, I brought her upstairs to my grandmother in our twentieth-floor penthouse apartment. Nana was beside herself. She told me that Mom had suffered a mental breakdown in the aftermath of my stepfather’s sudden death two weeks earlier. She didn’t know how to help her.

Scared to death, I took the elevator down, sailed past the doorman, and started knocking on all those psychiatrists’ doors, to no avail.

Two weeks before, my brother and I had suddenly, without explanation, been sent to live with our aunt and uncle on Long Island. When we returned, we were told that my sweet, warm stepfather, Harry Markoff, had had a heart attack and died suddenly in bed, next to my mother. He was only forty-five. He and my mom had only been married a year and a half and were very much in love. When I heard the horrible news, I felt everything collapsing around me.

Thus began the disintegration of my family life and a lifetime of anxiety from, essentially, the disappearance of my parents. My mother and father had divorced four years earlier, when I was seven. My father was largely absent—especially emotionally. My stepfather was dead—he smoked three packs of Lucky Strikes a day and ate steak every night, frequently washed down with Dewar’s on the rocks. Back then, people didn’t know this could kill you. My mother went off to a mental institution, the first of many such hospitalizations for bipolar disorder over the next twenty years. And I set off on a long journey to find a substitute family in activist political collectives and hippie communes with the radicals, visionaries, and crazies of the ’60s and ’70s.

My mother’s illness launched me on the unconventional path I took, dropping out of a prestigious high school in eleventh grade and never going to college. Instead, after my years as a radical photojournalist, I became the publisher of a hippie underground newspaper, then spent a lifetime living up to what the National Journal once called me: “the Robin Hood of public relations.”

MY MANHATTAN ORIGINS

I was born in Manhattan in 1952 and first raised in Queens. My parents met at a Young Communist League meeting in the Bronx. They weren’t particularly political, they once told me, but they were looking for dates. Mom was thin and beautiful, with high cheekbones and bleached blonde hair. She became a garment-industry runway fashion model. My handsome father graduated from the The Wharton School of Business at the University of Pennsylvania. on the GI Bill after the war and worked at an accounting firm. But he was seriously damaged emotionally. During the war, he navigated planes that bombed Germany. At age nineteen, he lost many friends in aerial combat, leaving lifelong trauma. That, and having been abandoned by his own father, led to his emotional shutdown.

While at Wharton, an accounting professor told my father that, due to anti-Semitism, it would be hard for him to get a job unless he changed his name. His name was Paul Fanaberia. Dad consulted the phone book, looked under F, and chose Fenton, a proper British name. Otherwise, I’d be David Fanaberia.

We were solidly middle-class Jews of Russian and Eastern European descent. My paternal grandfather, Yefime (Harold) Fanaberia, fled the czar’s Sino-Soviet war draft in 1905 for the United States. My father’s mother, Alice Sabloff, was born in the United States to Russian parents. She divorced my grandfather in the 1920s, which was almost unheard of at the time.





[image: Image]
At Miami’s Eden Roc Hotel, 1962. From left: my stepfather, Harry Markoff, my mother, Alexandra Markoff, cousin Sue-Ann Slavin, and me, age ten.




I went to public elementary schools, first in Queens, and after my mother married Harry, to PS6 at 81st Street and Madison Avenue in New York. While public, it was a fancy-schmancy school in a wealthy neighborhood. Some kids even arrived by limousine. With my stepfather, Harry, we rose in social class. He became a magnate in the garment industry, or as Jews called it, the schmata trade—the word “schmata” is Yiddish for “rags.” I truly loved him. Harry was a “joie de vivre” kind of guy and remarkably positive and upbeat. Unlike my traumatized father, he loved life. Tragically, I knew him for less than two years.

Newly rich thanks to Harry, my mother designed our penthouse duplex with custom-made frilly Louis XIV furniture. Every Thursday night, when the maid was off, we went out to the Stork Club, the 21 Club, the Latin Quarter, or my favorite, the Copacabana, where we saw Tony Bennet and Sammy Davis Jr. Harry would take all of us—including my aunt, uncle, and cousins—on vacation to the Fontainebleau Hotel in Miami and give us carte blanche to sign for anything we wanted. I would take my dates in elementary school to the nearby Metropolitan Museum of Art for lunch, or to see Joel Grey in Cabaret on Broadway. Fancy-schmancy and privileged, indeed.


[image: Image]
Police dragging anti-Vietnam war protestors away. New York City, 1968.



We were culturally Jewish but not religious. Every Passover, we flew to Montreal, where my paternal grandfather had moved after his divorce. During these visits, my domineering, utterly patriarchal, old-school grandfather would drag me to temple. But he struck me as hypocritical. His religious piety contrasted with the cold-water tenements he rented to French-speaking tenants—and his quick evictions when they were late with the rent. I think my grandfather may have helped fuel the Quebecois movement for independence against Montreal’s English-speaking overlords. This turned me off to religion and probably contributed to my lifelong identification with the underdog.

At Passover dinners, my grandfather made a great show of giving the grandchildren Israeli bonds as presents for our college funds. Years after my grandfather’s death, I asked my father where that money was. “Oh, that was one of your grandfather’s tax evasion scams,” he explained. “You were never going to get a dime.”

So much for religion.

When my stepfather died, he left no will, causing a financial mess. I’d planned to attend a private school for seventh grade, with an indoor swimming pool and squash courts. Suddenly, we could no longer afford that. Instead, I attended public Wagner Junior High School on East 76th Street and 2nd Avenue. The 1964 Harlem riots had started there, when a cop shot a Black kid dead on the playground. The school was 75 percent Black and Puerto Rican. This turned out to be a blessing. I learned about the real world in a way that would not have been possible had I taken the Upper East Side rich white boy path.

My maternal grandparents were Democrats, but also racists, decrying the “schvartzes,” the pejorative Yiddish term for Black. Even though my mother was progressive, she literally forbade me to go to the more integrated West Side of Manhattan, which she deemed “more dangerous,” despite the fancy buildings along Central Park West. (My father was devoted to John Coltrane and Black jazz musicians, but I didn’t find out about his hidden emotional life until later.)

Before I set foot in Wagner, I’d never spent time with Black people. I was frankly and stupidly scared. So were my white friends from public elementary school. On the first day of junior high, we walked in a small group surrounded by our parents to “protect us.” It’s embarrassing to recall this now. Most of the white kids were placed in what were then called Special Progress classes, taught by some truly great teachers, who pampered us. Meanwhile, most of the Black and Hispanic students were neglected. Outrageously, this is still the case in many US public schools.

55 YEARS OF CANNABIS


Thank goodness for cannabis. I really think it saved my life. Alcohol shuts down the nervous system to avoid pain, but cannabis increases your sensory input, fighting depression, at least for me. I first got high at the Park Avenue apartment of a girl I had a crush on. I’ve pretty much smoked it every night since then.



MY FIRST MENTOR, AND BEGINNING MY POLITICAL EDUCATION

Robert Greenhut, one of the Special Progress teachers, became my mentor and the first of a series of the substitute fathers I craved. To emulate him, I subscribed to the New Republic, Commentary, the Nation, and other intellectual left magazines, thus beginning my political education. I read The New York Times every day, cover to cover. Fifty-five years later, I still do. I also joined Mr. Greenhut’s photography club, which included access to the tiny but well-equipped school darkroom, way down in a deep, dark subbasement. I took to the medium quickly, mostly teaching myself by reading Popular Photography. Photography was also useful as I roamed the halls taking photos. “Hey man, take my picture,” someone would say, and I would. It made me popular and helped me feel comfortable being in the white minority.

The first time I photographed a demonstration against the war in Vietnam, on Fifth Avenue near Central Park, I was so concerned about being mistaken for an unpatriotic antiwar protestor that I wore a button that said “Bomb Hanoi.” Fortunately for my political education, my best friend, Jamie Friar, had a stepfather named John Williams, who had been blacklisted after refusing to testify before the House Un-American Activities Committee. John explained that the United States had blocked planned elections to reunify North and South Vietnam, as called for in the Geneva Accords that ended the French war in Indochina. We were now intervening to prop up a corrupt dictatorship in South Vietnam while literally making war on the peasant population, who largely supported reunification with North Vietnam.

I visited the public library to search news articles on microfilm (no Google then) and discovered he was right. I felt shocked to discover my government was flat out lying. This wasn’t what I’d learned in civics class. John turned me against the Vietnam War, which made me question my other beliefs about the United States being the land of the free.

Then, it was time to apply to public high school. The best in New York were Stuyvesant and Bronx Science. Both required the same entrance examination. I passed and could choose either school—but in those days Stuyvesant was boys only. So, despite my indifference to science or math, I opted for Bronx Science. What would high school be without girls? I was shy and inexperienced, but definitely interested.

The trip to Bronx Science took an hour on the subway each way from our now much smaller apartment on East 79th Street in Manhattan. Then I had to move to my grandmother’s place way out in Queens, as my mom was back in the mental hospital. That meant almost two hours each way, which was really tough. Then I moved again to join my younger brother, Jonathan, who was living at my father’s apartment with his new wife, Carol, across the Hudson in Fort Lee, New Jersey. That didn’t last. Carol, a beautiful former Broadway dancer and raging alcoholic, threw me out for being too argumentative. My father didn’t try to stop her. So, I moved back in with Mom, now on East 56th Street and 1st Avenue, in a white brick apartment building with a doorman.



[image: Image]
Student smoking in a Bronx High School of Science bathroom, 1968.




Living with my mom was literally crazy. In her manic phases, she attracted all kinds of bizarre people—which New York is full of. Crazy people attract each other. I mostly stayed away, using my bathroom as a darkroom, careful to put a blanket under the door so she wouldn’t smell the marijuana I had started using at fifteen. (Later, she told me she knew all along.) When she crashed into the depressive phase of her illness, she stayed in bed, often catatonic for weeks at a time, so Jonathan and I largely had to fend for ourselves. At other times, she disappeared for months at a time, leaving me no home to speak of.

I arrived at Bronx Science to start tenth grade in the fall of 1966. It was a huge school of more than three thousand students with a science mural depicting the atom in the lobby. Initially, I excelled, achieving an A average during that first semester of tenth grade. Then I started cutting classes, smoking more pot, and demonstrating against the war with a group of radical students. My average dropped through the floor.

I was an insecure, scared, thin, tall, and nerdy kid. Until high school, I mostly listened to classical music, which I also played on the piano. I made out with my girlfriend to Beethoven piano concertos. One day, she came out from the bathroom into the living room of my mom’s apartment stark naked. I got so freaked out I asked her to put clothes on! Later, at her parent’s apartment in a Bronx housing project, we kissed and she put her hand in my pants. Suddenly, I was all warm and wet down there—I had no idea what it was. I had to ask her. That was how sexually educated most of us were in the early ’60s. No wonder she broke up with me soon after. I was no fun. Sorry, Karen!

But hanging out with the radical kids—and marijuana and rock and roll—started to change me inside and out. Pot soothed my anxiety, arousing my senses, sexuality, and creativity in new ways. I was an instant convert and later an advocate. I largely dropped classical music, stopped piano lessons (the dumbest thing I ever did), and stood in line to buy Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band the day it came out. I saw the Doors and Jefferson Airplane, which changed me even more. Jimi Hendrix blew my mind in the very small Hunter College auditorium in Manhattan. Sitting in the second row, my body was vibrated by something like twenty guitar amps on the stage right in front of me. I watched Jimi play the guitar with his mouth, then pour lighter fluid out of his crotch and light it on fire. I don’t think I’ve been the same since. The late-night Bob Fass show on WBAI-FM introduced me to Bob Dylan’s longer songs on Blonde on Blonde, Ed Sander’s group The Fugs (their hit was “Kill for Peace”), and yippie radical crazy Abbie Hoffman, a frequent guest.



[image: Image]
Issue #2 of the New York High School Free Press, October 1968.





CIVIL DISOBEDIENCE AT THE PRINCIPAL’S OFFICE

At Bronx Science, a group started an unauthorized underground student newspaper called Sans Culottes, inspired by the French Revolution. Distributing the paper at school brought immediate suspension. I nervously visited Paul Steiner and Meredith Maran, the student couple who founded it, at their pad on the Lower East Side. They were the coolest kids in the school, glamorous, artsy activists who were living together full-time at the home of Paul’s father, an ex-Communist. I sheepishly offered Paul and Merry photographs of police who had beaten up students at an antiwar demonstration. They were thrilled and accepted me into the cool kids’ corner! They also gave me my first photo byline.

Bronx Science’s strict dress code prohibited pants for girls and blue jeans for boys. At the time, we were all reading Black Panther Eldridge Cleaver’s Soul on Ice, his prison memoir. It inspired us. One day, all three thousand students showed up at school in blue jeans, boys and girls alike. That was the end of the dress code. What could the principal do in the face of that? It was my first lesson in grassroots organizing. We did it by word of mouth—there was no internet, no Instagram, nada. We did distribute leaflets, which we printed on a rudimentary home mimeograph machine. That was the cutting-edge technology of the time.

Next, we demanded the school begin a Black studies program. In high school, no less. The principal refused, so we staged a sit-in and took over his office. The police were called, and several students were arrested. But we got the Black studies program. Bronx Science was almost entirely white and largely Jewish at the time (today, it’s mostly Asian). Two of my closest friends were Black, including Reggie Lucas, who later played guitar for Miles Davis, produced Madonna’s first album, and wrote “The Closer I Get to You” for Roberta Flack. Reggie—short, thin, and with a goatee—wrote the music column for our underground school newspaper and turned me on to all kinds of great Black music.

In the summer of 1967, when I was fifteen, my parents sent me to Europe on a thirty-day teen tour. The trip ended in Amsterdam, where I volunteered to procure hashish for our group of fifteen. Right after buying red Afghani hash at a bar, I got back on my rented motorbike and was seized by two plainclothes cops who pushed me into their police car while pushing their hands into my pockets. They took me to jail, where I spent five days in solitary confinement. I know, I know. I thought it was legal in Amsterdam, too.

The prosecuting attorney threatened me with six months of “hard labor” unless I identified who had sold me the hash. Hard labor? I had never done any labor. So, I sheepishly identified the guy from mug shots. Next thing I knew, I was in a police paddy wagon with the dealer I had ratted out. I was sure I was going to die.

But white New York privilege got me out, as the head of my father’s family accounting firm knew the US senator from New York, Jacob Javits, who arranged for my deportation back to New York. I hadn’t showered, shaved, or changed my clothes in five days, and must have been quite a sight (and smell), being brought onto the KLM airliner in handcuffs. I spent the whole trip convinced the FBI would arrest me when I landed. But my father met me without incident, and all was well. I still have an Interpol record from the arrest.

Soon after, I joined a group of high school students who started the High School Mobilization Against the War in Vietnam and the New York High School Student Union. We were all terrified of the draft, which sent many of us to Vietnam. “Hell no, we won’t go” was our slogan at many protests under the watchful eyes of the police. Next, we started the New York High School Free Press, the newspaper of the radical New York High School Student Union. I took the cover photo for the inaugural issue—a Black baby waving a Black anarchist flag.

The High School Free Press was assembled under the tutelage and at the offices of an adult antiwar underground paper, the New York Free Press, on West 72nd Street. The editors of the grown-up paper started publishing my photographs of riots and demonstrations around New York. (They also started the first major pornographic newspaper, Screw, in a major city in their dank, dark, messy offices above a grocery store.) This, in turn, led to calls from The New York Times, Newsweek, Time, Life, and other magazines, asking to publish my photos. It was heady stuff, and my mother was finally happy, as she could show her friends my bylines in the Times. The best part was that I started making serious money from photography. I was delighted to realize I could support myself on my own.


[image: Image]
A Bronx Science High School student pleads with police not to arrest him during an antiwar demonstration, New York City, 1968.
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Abbie Hoffman speaking against the Vietnam War at New York’s Central Park bandshell, 1968.






CHAPTER 2 MY PROFESSOR, ABBIE HOFFMAN



IN WHICH I LEARN…


	ABBIE HOFFMAN’S GENIUS FOR USING AGITPROP AND SYMBOLISM TO ATTRACT MEDIA.

	HOW HIS SIMPLE, MORAL MESSAGES SPOKE TO THE HEART.

	HOW HE USED HUMOR TO DISARM AND AGITATE.

	HOW HE TURNED THE CHICAGO SEVEN TRIAL INTO THEATER.





My first professor in the rules of media activism was Abbie Hoffman, the most creative activist of his generation, and certainly the funniest.

In the ’60s, he was already approaching thirty, but with his long hair and impish style personified youth rebellion. He founded the Youth International Party (also known as the yippies) largely as a joke. It was far more myth than reality. Yet amazingly, he seduced the mainstream media into covering yippie actions and pronouncements as if they were much more than just Abbie and a few fellow activists. On the CBS Evening News, Walter Cronkite, “the most trusted man in America,” would report “today, the Youth International Party announced.” Abbie was a genius at mythmaking and appealing to the culture of the media.

In 1967, New York’s WBAI-FM radio introduced me to Abbie when I was fifteen years old. When he asked his radio listeners to turn out at New York’s Grand Central Terminal to protest the Vietnam War, thousands of us did and were roundly beaten by the police. They pushed a number of us through plate-glass windows, causing severe injury.

When Abbie asked us to turn out on East 7th Street on the Lower East Side for a sweep-in to clean up the block, hundreds of us did. Truly, he was the pied piper of youth activism. In August 1968, Abbie called on young people to protest the war at a “Festival of Life” at the Democratic National Convention in Chicago—where the police rioted against the demonstrators on national TV while protestors chanted “the whole world is watching.” I watched it live, crying in outrage. For his trouble, Abbie was one of the activists charged by the Richard Nixon administration with “crossing state lines to incite a riot.” Their indictments led to the Chicago Seven conspiracy trial.


[image: Image]
The Chicago 7 hold a press conference right after being charged with contempt of court, April 8, 1969. From left: Abbie Hoffman, John Froines, Lee Weiner, David Dellinger, Rennie Davis, Tom Hayden. Seated: Jerry Rubin and girlfriend, Nancy Kurshan.



MEETING ABBIE, AND COVERING THE CHICAGO SEVEN TRIAL

I first met Abbie in 1969 while working as a photographer for Liberation News Service (LNS), the AP/UPI for what at the time were hundreds of hippie, countercultural, antiwar underground newspapers across the country. We became friends and stayed that way until his tragic suicide at the age of fifty-three in 1989. He’d been bipolar most of his life. It fueled his creativity but also killed him. Abbie was my professor of media arts, and I was his eager student. In fifty years of media activism, I’ve never seen anyone gain media attention for causes the way Abbie did.

The LNS assigned me to cover the Chicago Seven trial. I watched Abbie and his yippie partner, Jerry Rubin, turn it into agitprop theater the TV news media brought into millions of homes almost nightly. Abbie and Jerry had an unwitting theatrical partner in the judge, whose name was also, amazingly, Hoffman. At times, Abbie would come to trial dressed in American Revolutionary War attire or guerilla war outfits or a Chicago police uniform. Abbie took great delight in mocking the judge, saying he, Abbie, was Judge Hoffman’s illegitimate child. The judge responded by citing him for contempt of court many times.

Who else would throw a kiss to the jury during the trial? Judge Hoffman responded by admonishing the jurors, “The jury will ignore the kiss from defendant Hoffman.” It was hysterical.

The defendants turned the trial on its head. Instead of mounting a traditional defense, they put the war in Vietnam on trial. Every evening after the day’s courtroom escapades, I accompanied Abbie and the other defendants (Tom Hayden, Jerry Rubin, Rennie Davis, John Froines, Dave Dellinger, and Lee Weiner) and their attorneys, Bill Kunstler and Leonard Weinglass, back to defense headquarters. We watched the day’s “reviews” on the CBS Evening News and other programs. I was astonished how creatively the defendants used the media to educate the public about the war. And the strategy worked—ultimately, all charges were dropped and, except for a few days’ imprisonment for contempt of court, nobody went to jail.
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