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TO DAVID GARTH
A media wizard without whom
Icouldn’t have been elected in 1977.
And, more important, my friend.


TO RON DELLUMS
A brilliant congressman and politician,
a credit to his constituency,
and a colleague in the Congress.





Introduction
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IF YOU HAVE READ MY FIRST BOOK, Mayor, I hope you liked my candid writing style—for this book is no different. But this second book is not simply more of the same. It examines different issues and shows the way the art of politics is practiced. Most of all it probes further, at least from my point of view, into interesting and complex people who govern or seek to govern. Many are people you know. They are people who have affected all of our lives through their judgments.


What I’ve tried to do in these pages is to relate by example and anecdote my philosophy and approach to political problems. Politics takes the form of a mélange of political and governmental experiences most of which occurred before I became mayor.


This is the most interesting of professions. Politics can have intimate, seminal, exhilarating and depressing impacts upon both the politician and the constituent. Politics may be the only vehicle by which you can reach the heights or the depths, all in what seems to be a single moment, while the things that are accomplished, or left undone, last lifetimes.


I have tried in the course of my political career never to tack to the wind. That does not mean, however, that I have not compromised positions in order to achieve goals. Nor does it mean I haven’t given up when I thought the fight was too great, or the energy required was too much to deliver at that moment.


I have found, and it is something we in politics have all heard about, that the enemies of yesterday can become the associates of today and the friends of tomorrow.


In truth many of the best people come into politics and government. Few but the best could withstand the scrutiny at the top. They do it because they know there is no other field of endeavor that can provide the same satisfaction—albeit not the same large sums of money that are to be made in the private sector. They come because it is exciting, challenging and fulfilling like no other job.


I hope that this book becomes a primer for those who might be considering an entrance into the fray by running for public office, and even a guide for those who wish to be less directly involved.


A political life requires courage. It requires an ability to roll with the punches. It rewards those who have learned to punch back. It takes a special commitment. Most people are satisfied to enjoy politics vicariously. Some just read about it. Some volunteer their time to work on campaigns. Others seek a more direct stake in the outcome by making large political contributions.


Political contributors are a lot like horse players. They try to predict the future and pick a winner. They are willing to take a chance and back up their beliefs with their money. As with the bettor who backs a winning horse, a financial contributor to a successful political campaign can also get an enormous sense of satisfaction. But that’s where the analogy ends for me. If a campaign contributor is looking for a financial return on his/her money, if they think it will assist them in their business or professional dealings with me, they are making a big mistake. Those people obviously don’t yet know me. In this area I have been accused of monumental ingratitude. I’m guilty. I try to judge every issue on the merits. There are no quid pro quos. The vast majority of public officials believe and act the same way. That doesn’t mean there aren’t substantial rewards for political contributors who back candidates they truly believe in. They may leave a positive mark on the generations to come. They may find that in that sense they get back much more than they give. They may be the one who got it started, made it happen.


I have said time and time again as a son of the City of New York, born in the Bronx, that I believe public service is the noblest of professions if done honestly and done well. I know I do it honestly. I believe that most people think I have done it well. This city and this country have given me so much. They opened their arms to my parents from Poland as immigrants in the early 1900s. They permitted me to rise to one of the highest positions in government in this country. I am motivated by the wish to give something back to this city and country, to the best of my ability, greater than that given to me. While I can never possibly repay this country for the opportunities I have received, I will continue to try.


I hope this book inspires others to enter politics and government. We all owe so much.


E.I.K.




POLITICS
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“On the Merits”


PATRONAGE IS NOT ILLEGAL, and patronage does not necessarily corrupt. It is simply not the best way to run a government.


Patronage was best described by Meade Esposito when he retired as Brooklyn Democratic county chairman in 1984 and, waxing philosophical, decided to tell the reporters exactly how patronage had worked for him. He gave the following illustration: In 1973 he had supported Abraham Beame for mayor, and immediately after Abe Beame had won the primary Beame called him and said, “Meade, you have six commissionerships.”* What that in fact means is one of two things. It could mean that whatever six people Meade Esposito might have sent to Beame for the six commissionerships that had been given to him, Beame would have appointed those six people without further inquiry. That is one form of patronage. Or, a better form from the point of view of the government, and probably what was intended, would be that these positions “belonged” to Meade Esposito and that they would not be filled until he, Meade Esposito, had sent someone who was qualified to hold the position, insofar as Abe Beame decided what “qualified” meant. It was by these rules that the game was played in the City of New York for many years.


I decided early on, and I have never deviated from this, that patronage was not going to be helpful to providing the best government for the City of New York at least in the difficult times in which I governed. And so I said to the Democratic county leaders at our first meeting at City Hall, “I want everybody to know, and I hope everybody understands it, that my government will not deal in patronage with respect to jobs in government. With respect to jobs in government, I’m happy to receive your recommendations, but I will make the determination as to who gets the positions, basically commissioner and deputy commissioner jobs, and will fill jobs on the basis of who’s best irrespective of where they come from. I’m happy to have your resumés for the purposes of interviewing people, and I will interview them. But the ultimate selection will be on the basis of who’s most qualified. With respect to judgeships I don’t want your resumés, because judgeships will not be filled through any political procedure whatsoever. It will not be held against candidates if they happen to be involved politically. They have to go through the Mayor’s Judiciary Committee, and if you want to recommend them to that committee feel free to do so. But you should know now that there will undoubtedly be mostly self-initiating applications there. Most applicants will be qualified lawyers who will just say that they want to be considered.”


There was a silent gasp in the room, because this surely was not what the county leaders expected. And then I said to them, “In order to make up for what I’ve just said to you now, I also want you to know that I will be doing two things for you. I will support your candidates for public office unless I have reason to believe they’re corrupt, but other than that I’m not going to go into the question as to whether or not they are equal to, better than or worse than their opponents. If they’re yours, I’m for them. And, secondly, I will come to your fund-raisers, and if my name is helpful in raising money, fine.”


I have never deviated from either of these two positions. I also said to the commissioners at about the same time, “You are given the authority by me to pick your subordinates. I want you to look at the whole field of prospective applicants. If I ever find out that you’ve discriminated based on race, religion, sex, sexual orientation, et cetera, I’ll fire you. But if you don’t discriminate on that basis and you take whoever you think is the best, I’m not going to clear those with you, they’re yours. Don’t call me when you hire and don’t call me when you fire. The reason I’m doing this is I don’t want you ever to be in the position that if I find fault with you you will say to me that I prevented you from doing your job because I sent you palookas whom you had to hire. If you have palookas on your staff, they’re there because you put them on.


And I will tell you something else. I’m suggesting to you now that you look at all the people who work for you and those who are subject to being removed from the payroll because they are not civil service, or to being demoted because they are civil service but are working at higher levels than those at which they are protected by civil service—that you take the action to remove or demote now, in the first thirty days of your appointment, because after that you’re going to come to love these people. You’re going to get to know their wives and children and you’re not going to fire them or demote them. That’s the nature of the world.”


I know that every one of my commissioners, with maybe a few exceptions, makes deals with the county chairmen and the district leaders and the members of the City Council, not in any corrupt way but because they believe it is in their interest to maintain good relationships in getting legislation or budgets through or getting the assistance of district or county leaders. I’m not blind to that. Nevertheless, the practice is vastly reduced and I’m not part of it. And it’s not as though I want to be like Caesar’s wife. It’s just that I believe that handling it this way reduces the incompetence and the corruption, notwithstanding the fact that both will be present in every administration.


Having established the rules, I then had to deal with the appeals for exceptions and so forth. That was inevitable, politicians being what they are, the ego, etc. And some of the appeals were memorable experiences. One I remember now clearly eight years later (there have been several refresher appeals on this one since then) is the case of Gurston Goldin, Jay Goldin’s brother.


Jay Goldin had been elected comptroller, the second-highest job in the city government, in 1973. That was the year in which Beame was elected mayor. And sometime after that Abe Beame had appointed Gurston Goldin to the Board of Higher Education. Gurston Goldin is a psychiatrist. He is probably a very good psychiatrist.


Early on this became an issue, and Jay came in. He said to me, “I would like you, as a personal favor, to reappoint my brother to the Board of Higher Education.”


I said, “Well, Jay, I’ll think about it, but I can’t make you a promise on that. I’ll determine that after I inquire as to what’s in the best interest of the composition of that board and the city.”


He then said that to him this was “the most important matter of any matter” that we would ever discuss and that Abe Beame had obliged him in a similar conversation and that being on the Board of Higher Education was the most important agenda item for his brother Gurston.


I said, “Jay, I’ll certainly give that consideration.” I subsequently inquired about the board and, without in any way disparaging Gurston Goldin’s abilities, I must say that others felt that I should make a new appointment. I called Jay and told him. He was beside himself with rage, repeating that this was the most important matter that he would ever ask me about; that if I did this for him he would never ask me for anything else; and, in effect, probably without using the words, that I would regret not obliging him.


I said, “Jay, I’m sorry about that, but I’m not reappointing your brother.” There is no question in my mind that had I reappointed his brother and kept that appointment dangling, as a reminder of things past and of what I might do in the future, he might have been much more supportive than he subsequently was of me and my programs before the Board of Estimate.*


I didn’t think I should do it and I still don’t regret not having done it. But I will tell you this: it made a difference.


The question will always be when someone does things that are unconventional and that occasion animus among others, Well, why? How did he get like that? So let me go into some of that, because I would be the first to say that the way I learned politics was unconventional and that what we were trying to do in the reform days of the 1950s and ‘60s was unconventional.


…


I got my start in politics when I became enthused about Adlai Stevenson and his speeches in 1952. I spoke for him in 1952 in the streets, as I did again in 1956. He was not, however, someone on whom I could model myself. He was very cool and patrician. But he was a magnificent writer and speaker, and his speeches were extraordinary in their clarity and depth.


Before I became enthusiastic about Adlai Stevenson, although my enthusiasm was not quite so dramatic, there was my admiration for Harry Truman. In retrospect there is no question but that Harry Truman is someone whom I still admire and have admired over the years more than Stevenson. That is because of Truman’s ordinariness. He was a first-rate President who was ordinary. And when I say ordinary, I mean that he bled like everybody else; and got angry like everybody else; and responded in a commonsense way on most occasions. The most endearing story about Harry Truman is the one about his threatening to beat up the newspaper critic who panned his daughter’s concert debut.


There was a third person who had an impact on my public life, simply because I am a New Yorker. That was Fiorello La Guardia. His career was quite similar to mine. He came into office in 1934 during the Great Depression. The city was at the edge of a fiscal abyss. He had enormous union problems. I came into office in 1978 when the city was at the edge of bankruptcy. And I had enormous union problems, although mine were with the public-sector unions. He had a lot of style. And today we look back and we like it, but at that time he was probably perceived as eccentric. He had a squeaky voice and people were passionately for him or against him. I think it is fair to say that my voice is too high and that few people are for long in doubt about me. They either like me or dislike me intensely. There was never any question about his fiscal and intellectual honesty, and I believe it is also fair to say that people do not question mine.


What is it that makes me tick in government? I perceive my career and opportunities in government as unique. I want to use them to exercise the maximum effort so as to leave this city better than it was before I became the Mayor. That means bettering the lives of the people who make up this town.


When I ran for the first time—in 1962 for nomination as Democratic candidate for state assemblyman—I ran with great trepidation and only because the political club of which I was a part could not find any other candidate to run in the primary. I was the lawyer who made sure that the required election petitions of the candidates we ran fulfilled the requirements of the law. Since there were no other candidates available, I decided that I would run. I lost that, my first, election. And I lost it because of what I believed to be the betrayal of several leading figures then active in public life here in the city, to wit, Mayor Robert F. Wagner and former Senator Herbert H. Lehman. They came out for my opponent, William F. Passannante, the incumbent Democratic Assemblyman. And it was devastating to me because I believed that I was the better of the two who were running and that I deserved their support. They, on the other hand, believed it was wrong to oppose an incumbent who was decent and hard-working. In retrospect, they were right and I was wrong. But at that time I felt so betrayed that on primary night when I lost I wept as I made my concession speech to the three hundred or so campaign workers in a crowded upstairs loft off Sheridan Square in Greenwich Village. And I said to them, “I will never run again. Politics is a dirty business.”


I meant that at that time. Nevertheless, the next year I ran again. And this time I ran for Democratic district leader against Carmine De Sapio, who was seeking to come back, having been defeated two years earlier. The state of politics being what it was in 1963, most people thought I would not win. And, in fact, I won only by 41 votes out of the 9,000 that were cast. I defeated Carmine De Sapio two more times—in a rerun election held in 1964, when I won by 164 votes, and then in a regular election in 1965, when I won by 518 votes out of the 11,000 votes cast.


In 1966 I ran for the City Council and took a seat that had been held by Republicans for thirty-eight years—and in an upset victory I won by 2,500 votes.


In 1968 I ran for Congress for the first time. And in another upset victory, in a Republican district on the Upper East Side of Manhattan known nationally as the Silk Stocking District, which had been held by the GOP for thirty-one years, I won with 51 percent of the vote. I served in the Congress for five terms, and in my fourth and fifth terms I received 75 percent of the vote.


In 1977 I ran for mayor. I was the sixth in the field of seven during much of the primary. I reached the runoff by winning in the primary election with 21 percent of the vote. In second place was Mario M. Cuomo, now Governor of the State of New York, who had 20 percent; and Abe Beame, who was running for reelection, received 19 percent. In the two-way primary runoff ten days later between Mario Cuomo and myself, I won with 60 percent of the vote. Then in the general election, with Cuomo running on the Liberal Party line and with me on the Democratic Party line, I won with 50 percent and Cuomo received 42 percent and the other two candidates split 8 percent between them.


In 1981 I ran for reelection. I received in two contested primaries the designation of both the Democratic Party and the Republican Party. In the general election I got 75 percent of the vote, the highest in the history of the City of New York. Four years later, in 1985, I broke that record again by getting 76 percent of the general election vote.


I believe that in every one of these elections what I had going for me was my personal integrity, both fiscally and intellectually. I had large numbers of supporters who believed in me and who knew that I would never succumb to any unreasonable pressures even if they were brought to bear in a good cause and never to pressures from causes that were not in the best interests of my constituents. And I never have. In every one of these elections, except for reelection as congressman and as mayor, I always had some personal anxiety about whether or not I would prevail. That’s normal, particularly because I was relying primarily on volunteers, and not on the party organizations.


It was not until I was in the City Council that I was able to hire staff people. And I must say that one of the most important things I have ever done in my political life was to hire, in both political and governmental posts, overwhelmingly on the merits, and to fire solely on the merits. The latter is far more difficult than the former, but it is necessary to do. In the City Council I took $5,000 of the total allocation of my own salary and office expenses totaling $13,000 and advertised for ten consultants who would each receive an honorarium of $500 to help me, I hoped, to become the best member of the Council.


I remember interviewing someone who had applied for one of these honorarium positions. His name was Phil Trimble. Phil was then a lawyer with a first-rate Wall Street firm. He said to me that he could “only give thirty-five hours a week to the position.” You have to understand that this was in addition to his working for his firm. I hired him. Subsequently we became very good friends, and during my mayoralty he became my counsel and later he became a deputy mayor.


When I was in Congress, David W. Brown was my counsel and in effect ran my Washington office. I sent him to Washington to pick my staff when I was first elected to Congress. I was then going to hire the first five people of the eighteen authorized. He interviewed many people and provided me with ten applicants from whom I would make my selection. The first person I saw was Ronay Menschel. She later became a deputy mayor in my first mayoral administration. At that time she was between jobs, having worked for a Democratic Congressman from Connecticut, Representative Donald Irwin, who had been defeated in the year I was elected. She had run his Washington office. She was twenty-two years old. David Brown said, “She is very good, but she wants too much money. She wants fourteen thousand a year.” David and I had agreed we would not pay anyone more than $10,000. So we told her that. She said, “I’ll take it, but in six weeks you’ll be paying me fourteen thousand.” I think it took five weeks! She was and is superb and ultimately became the administrator and chief assistant in my Washington office when David Brown moved back to New York to run the New York office.


I really didn’t hire many people in Congress, because the staff allocation was for eighteen people and I hired only the best and they didn’t leave to go elsewhere. It was generally perceived that my office in Washington was one of the most efficient and most competent. Everybody worked very hard because I worked very hard and they loved their work, as I did mine. From the very beginning I had the kind of relationship with my staff that was on a first-name basis whether you were an intern or the top administrator. And everybody had access to me and could walk into my office at any time. Picking eighteen people even with the changes that occurred over nine years is no big deal. But I learned some things about staffing early on, and I have carried them with me.


When I was first elected to Congress I owed that election to the votes cast on the Liberal Party line. As I said, I decided to hire the best people I could find for my congressional staff, without regard to their political affiliation. Of the eighteen employees that were to be hired, five were to serve in my district office in New York City. One day I received a call from Edward Morrison, who was then a vice-chairman of the Liberal Party. My recollection is that the conversation went something like this:


He said, “Ed, I know that you don’t believe in patronage, and I certainly understand that. But how will it look if when you hire your staff there is no one there from the Liberal Party? And, of course, if you decided to hire such a person, I know you would only do it on the merits, so we would certainly send you a very good person.”


I thought to myself, That is not unfair. I do owe them a lot.


They sent me a very pleasant young woman. She was to act in the capacity, as all of the people in my office did, of both receptionist and caseworker. It was required that all the staff members type their own letters, because no one other than me had a secretary. Indeed, this young woman was to be my secretary in addition to her other duties. I quickly found that she did not type well and was not terribly energetic and that her cases fell behind. At the end of perhaps six months, I realized this could not go on unless I was willing to accept an office that would not be functioning at its optimum, with everyone sharing the responsibilities. So I called Ed Morrison.


I said, “Ed, I have tried, but it cannot go on. She cannot do the job and I have to let her go. I am calling you to tell you of my decision.”


He said, “How will it look for the Liberal Party and for you if the only person you get rid of is the person who came from the Liberal Party? That won’t sit well with the members of the party.” I wouldn’t say there was a threatening note in his voice, but I will say it was clear to me that if I were to proceed that way it would be at my peril.


So I said, “Ed, I am telling you now that I will not tolerate incompetence, no matter what it costs me. We have to figure out a way for her to leave that is acceptable to you. But leave she must.”


His response was, “There is a way.”


I said, “How?”


He said, “You have to get her a better job.”


I said, “I will do it.”


I then spoke with Ronay Menschel. I said, “Ronay, I have to get rid of so-and-so and I have to find her a better job.” And I explained the whole situation to her.


Ronay said, “Let me try.”


A few days later she reported back to me and said, “It’s done.”


I said, “Tell me how you did it.”


She said,” I called a friend of mine at HUD’s regional office in New York and explained the situation to him.” (The regional office of the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development was actually located in the same building as my congressional-district office—26 Federal Plaza.) “He said to me, ‘I can help you. I’ll take her.’”


Ronay added, “I had to be fair with him, so I told him that her office skills aren’t very good—that she can hardly type, she can’t take shorthand and she falls behind in her casework.” The response of Ronay’s friend was, “That’s okay, we have a lot like that.”


There are two occasions when one can engage in what used to be called the white lie. One is when you are getting rid of someone who is inadequate. I believe it is acceptable to tell them anything you want about how competent they are. And if you are asked to talk about that person publicly, I believe it is perfectly acceptable to make up laudatory statements and speak them straightfaced into the microphone. You are also allowed to say to a sick individual, “No, you don’t have cancer.”


This particular story of the secretary has a happy ending. Ronay and I managed to convince her that she was overqualified and that she should, in order to be challenged intellectually, take the new job at HUD. She said she wanted to think about it for a week, and in that intervening week she found an entirely different job at an even higher salary than she would have received at HUD. We parted friends.


As mayor I am in the position of appointing deputy mayors, commissioners and deputy commissioners. If I wanted to I could pick as many as three thousand people. In fact I appointed only about two hundred people, limiting myself in the beginning to deputy mayors, of which I had seven—in retrospect four too many—and commissioners and their deputies. Later I usually allowed the commissioners to pick their own deputies, and from the very beginning they picked everyone else in positions below deputy.


I am proud of the fact that my appointments overwhelmingly have been of people whom I never knew before they came through the process. I would estimate that 70 percent fell into that category and 30 percent were of people I knew before I became mayor. Some of them were from my staff in Washington, and others were people I had met through the years. The appointments were made without regard to race, religion or sex. And, worse still from a political point of view, they were made without regard to the political consideration of the county leaders and other political people who had helped me and now wanted me to select their choices. In the past, to the victor had belonged the spoils, and I instead had spoiled the system from their point of view.


The most demanding in terms of my selections were black leaders who had supported me and who believed they should appoint the black members of my administration in high office. I would not permit that. I appointed the blacks who served, in the same way that I appointed the whites. I mention this because there are classically two things in politics that enhance your prospects for reelection, at least in the City of New York. They are the political appointments (outside of civil service) to high and middle levels of government and the appointments to the judiciary. Every staff appointment that is made through the regular political system means an energetic volunteer and to a certain extent a contented county leader when you run for reelection. I once attended a dinner for the Borough President of the Bronx, Stanley Simon, and there were one thousand people at that dinner. I said to Stanley Friedman, the county leader who had arranged the dinner, “I don’t know how you did it. I couldn’t get a thousand people to attend one of my fund-raising dinners.” He said, “If you give me a thousand jobs, I’ll get them there for you.” While that was an overstatement, he in fact could point out how each of those who attended, whether they were working in government or were in the private sector, owed something to him or to Stanley Simon—not in a corrupt way, but just in terms of the regular glue of politics.


The same thing is true in the selection of judges. The Mayor of the City of New York selects the Criminal Court and Family Court judges. A total of 149 judges are selected, to serve for a ten-year period. The normal procedure is that a committee does the examining. Prior mayors had such committees as well, but I handled it in a different way. The county leaders expected that their judicial designees, if they were honest and relatively competent, would be selected by the Mayor. But since I have been the Mayor I have refused to allow them to have any political involvement in the process. I have never sent a person to the committee, known as the Mayor’s Committee on the Judiciary, for its approval. Instead, I have asked the committee to send me three qualified candidates for each open position. Those candidates are self-initiated. They simply ask to be interviewed. As a result of that, I have been commended for my appointments. And the best commendation was provided by the Judiciary Committee of the City Bar Association, which in its 1983 report said:


The Mayor has exhibited great concerns for the quality of the Judiciary. The Committee keeps no statistics as to race or sex. Yet it is our impression that the number of candidates of high quality who are female, black or Hispanic has been at an alltime high. If every American government official with the power to make judicial appointments adhered to the standards that Mayor Koch has followed, the quality of the bench in this country would be a matter of national pride.


This kind of government can be politically costly. It means that I cannot, with the expectation that they owe me, go to the county leaders and to the district leaders and be certain of their support. And yet I have been successful, to a far greater degree than anyone would have expected, without the glue of politics—to wit, patronage jobs and patronage judges. I have done it because it was finally accepted by the county leaders that I could not be intimidated or threatened with loss of political support, and that worked basically because I was popular in the City of New York. Even more overriding was an acceptance by the political leaders that what I was doing was in the best interest of the city even if it was not in the politicians’ best interest. What they would seek to do was to wear me down a little so that I would bend on occasion and take their appointments. I assume that on occasion I did, but I cannot recall one such occasion. I also once said to Meade Esposito—who was the county leader of Brooklyn for six years during my administration and for many years before that—when he was complaining to me, “Meade, I know that you’re embarrassed when I announce judicial appointments and you have never heard of the people and had no involvement in their selection. But why don’t you, when the announcement is made, immediately say that you are the one who gave me the name and claim that the judge is yours? It’s okay with me and I will never say no.” He didn’t laugh and I think he occasionally, out of pure vanity, did what I had suggested.


One of the negative effects of what I have done was demonstrated in the 1982 gubernatorial election, which I lost. There were few volunteers, and the best people who had been appointed by me in government didn’t come out in large numbers to help. Commissioners did not feel obliged to work in my campaign, and I would not ask them to do so. That is unique. Moreover, they did not feel obliged to urge others who worked for them to work in my campaign. Again, that is unique. It is certainly not the reason I lost, but it is an interesting effect of good government.


Finally, I am sure I have made my decisions in an apolitical way in part because I am religious to the extent that I believe in God and the hereafter. I don’t know what God looks like or the form of heaven or hell, but I know heaven is better than hell. I believe we will each be weighed on the scales and receive an appropriate second opportunity in the more important second chapter to come. Therefore, I want to do whatever it is that I can do to leave a major positive mark. I want my administration as Mayor to surpass that of La Guardia, simply because I am competitive and I believe I can do it. I want history to look at what I have done with an approving judgment.


Improving the quality of the lives of people will make it easier for me when I am weighed on those scales.
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Reform Politics


IN 1952 THE STEVENSON FORCES, such as they were, had a street-speaking campaign operation, giving each volunteer speaker a flag and a real soapbox or its equivalent. I didn’t do anything more than that.


In 1956 I moved from Brooklyn to the Village. I looked for the group that was supporting Stevenson, and I became their major street speaker. That group was called Citizens for Stevenson, I believe. It had been organized because Carmine De Sapio, the leader of the Democrats in Greenwich Village, would not support Stevenson. The pro-Stevenson group ultimately became the Village Independent Democrats.


I began in politics with this Stevenson group but I left them, because I didn’t think they were a particularly good group. Theirs was a very fractious operation headed by one of the group’s founders, Dick Kuh—an assistant district attorney at the time, in Manhattan DA Frank Hogan’s office—as president.


So I left what was to become the VID and for a year or so I didn’t do anything politically. Carmine meanwhile had issued sort of a statement to the effect that he really wanted to change his political operation and he was looking for young people. I was approached by two guys, George Delaney and Ed Hale, who were both young and already with Carmine at the Tamawa Club, and I agreed to give De Sapio’s operation a try. Both of them ultimately joined me in going back to the VID, but at the time in question they asked me if I wouldn’t go up to the Tamawa Club, where they were election-district captains and where they said new people were wanted.


So I went up sometime in 1957 or 1958, and George Tombini, who was Carmine’s uncle and who ran that club—well, he and all the others just recognized me, that’s all. I mean they were friendly in the sense that they were courteous, but they didn’t let me do anything. I just stood by standing out like a sore thumb. I stayed for about six months and then I said, “The hell with it,” and I dropped out. They missed the boat, because if they had let me participate, who knows what might have happened? And I think it’s fair to say I probably wouldn’t have become mayor—I didn’t have enough seniority with them.


In any event, I dropped out of politics after that for maybe six months or a year, and then in 1959 I decided I’d go to a public meeting of the VID, and I’m sitting in the audience and some people come over—I think actually it was Gwen Worth, who was then one of the leading personalities in the club. She said, “Why don’t you help us?”


I said, “I’d love to. I was just hoping someone would ask me. I thought that maybe because I had broken away from the club I would not be welcome here.”


She said, “Oh no.”


So I joined the club again and I became a pretty good political organizer. In 1960 I became the law chairman. I had been chairman of the speaking committee in 1959. We had had districtleadership races in 1957 and 1959. Herman Greitzer had been the VID candidate in 1957, and Charlie McGuinness in 1959. Both had lost their races, and in 1960 we ran a race for state committee, with Jim Lanigan and Sarah Schoenkopf. We won that. That was the first fight we won against De Sapio. It was a rather strange fight, because it was one reform force against another. Eleanor Clark French was a candidate selected by Carmine to defeat us, and we beat her and Charlie Kinsolving, who were both reformers. Carmine had used them, and they had permitted themselves to be used to beat us, but we crushed them. That was the first victory for the Village reformers.


Then Jim Lanigan ran in 1961 for district leader and he won in a race that I think could only be described as a victory for Mayor Wagner. Wagner ran for reelection that same year against the bosses and pulled in most of the reform forces in Manhattan. In fact, the only club that didn’t win its race was the New Chelsea Club, which had refused to support Wagner. Bob Clampitt was the head of that. I don’t know what he’s doing now, but at the time he used very bad judgment.


That was 1961. As I said, Jim Lanigan was the first person to beat Carmine De Sapio, but nobody remembers him now. He’s sort of like a nonperson. Personally I thought he was weak in character. I’ve seen him on two or three occasions since that time, and he looks so woebegone that I no longer dislike him as much as I did then.


The next year, 1962, I ran for the Assembly nomination, and in that primary race we were faced by the following situation: the Village Independent Democrats at the time were probably the strongest of the reform clubs, and we thought we would like to run somebody against Assemblyman William Passannante, whose base was De Sapio’s stronghold in the South Village. Nobody seemed to want to run against Passannante, but I, because I wanted ultimately to be in public office and believed the club should have a candidate, said, “I’ll run.”


However, I could not get universal support in the district. The VID, of course, supported me, as did the Murray Hill Club. But it was a very divided operation. Passannante was well liked by people. He had a reasonably good record, and a reasonably liberal record for one who came out of the South Village and whose constituency in great part was conservative. In any event, I lost, and I lost as a result of the intervention of Senator Lehman and Mayor Wagner.


Let me see how I can put it: I was the reform candidate; Lanigan was the district leader and very supportive of me—he owed me a lot for my having helped him in his race for district leader. There was a Democratic state convention that year to select candidates for statewide office (that was before the days of statewide primaries). We elected delegates to the state convention in 1962. James A. Farley, a former U.S. Postmaster General and statewide leader, former national chairman of the Democratic Party, wanted to go to the convention, but he had not run to be a delegate, he wanted simply to be put up on a slate that had to be agreed upon among the political leadership in that assembly district, all of whom happened to be at that time reformers. Edward Costikyan, Manhattan county chairman, and Wagner and Lehman, none of whom was from the First A.D., all wanted him appointed. But the Village Independent Democrats, who had to approve the designation, said, “No, we will not appoint him as one of the delegates. He doesn’t stand for our philosophy, and we won’t do it.” The other two clubs in the area, the Tilden and Murray Hill clubs, both were willing to designate Farley, but they were locked in with us. The delegates came out of one package, and it required our consent if Farley was to be seated in place of someone who had won, and we said, “No.”


So then Lehman and Wagner began to work on Jim Lanigan, because they had decided that the Village Independent Democrats ought to fold up their tent and leave. Indeed, from their point of view, what we were doing was simply running against every officeholder in the borough of Manhattan, good or bad, and many of them were Italian; and of the candidates that we were running, most were Jewish—so it looked like a Jewish-Italian vendetta. It wasn’t intended that way. It is a fact, though, that most of the reform candidates were Jewish.


Lehman and Wagner wanted to reduce our impact if not eliminate us. What they did was this: Lehman sent a letter opposing me to every Democratic voter in the district, and Wagner came out against me and got Lanigan to attack the club. What happened with Lanigan was this: after Lehman and Wagner had called repeatedly and tried to get Farley on the slate and we had refused, they just assumed, after all, inasmuch as Lanigan is the leader, how come he can’t accomplish this? And, of course, that’s not the way the VID worked at that time or indeed probably works today. So Lanigan sort of removed himself from the club and didn’t participate with us. Then, when Lehman came out against me, he tried to get Lanigan to line up support against me. The club reformers were still for me for the Assembly nomination notwithstanding Senator Lehman’s attack, but we couldn’t get hold of Lanigan. I think it was August by then. I remember it was near Labor Day weekend. And we decided what we would do (because we had heard rumors, too, that Lanigan was going to resign from the club, and obviously that would be very destructive for us in that election; God knows how you’d explain the resignation of a district leader): Sarah Schoenkopf went to his house—he lived on West Fourth Street—and knocked on his door. Nobody was there or else nobody would answer the door, wouldn’t answer the telephone, and it was Sarah Schoenkopf’s idea (she’s now Sarah Kovner, Mrs. Victor Kovner) that we send him a telegram. The telegram read something like this: “Jim, unless you call the club within the next hour, we are issuing a telegram denouncing Senator Lehman and signing your name to it.”


Well, he called the club in ten minutes. I got on and said, “Look, Jim, can we get together? I just want to talk to you.” At first he didn’t want to, but I persisted. Finally he said, “All right, but I just want to meet you. I don’t want to meet anybody else, and we can do that at midnight and we’ll meet in Jack Delaney’s”—a well-known former Village restaurant that was located at Sheridan Square across the avenue from the VID headquarters. It’s now maybe seven or eight o’clock in the evening when I have this conversation.


So I said, “Fine.” Then what we plotted at the club was: I would go over to Jack Delaney’s. We knew where Lanigan lived and how he would get there, and the others (Carol Greitzer, and I think Ed Gold was there, too—Sarah Schoenkopf certainly was) would be on the lookout, and when they saw him enter Delaney’s they would come in, too. That was the plot.


So I went over to Delaney’s at about midnight and sat down at a table, and just on time Lanigan walks in with his wife, Mary. I was their friend; they were my friends; I’d been to their house; I’d helped them. I really had what I considered to be a good relationship with them. In any event, he sits down and immediately in walk Carol Greitzer and Sarah Schoenkopf. They sit down on the same banquette, and he can’t get out. And he is shocked, but he doesn’t say much.


I say, “Look, Jim, we need your help.”


He says, “Well Ed, I’m of a different breed.” I’m paraphrasing what he said. “I’m of a different breed, and these are the people I relate to, Lehman and Wagner, and I just can’t do anything that would be against them.”


I say, “I understand that, Jim, and we don’t want you to do anything against them. All we want you to do is not to do anything against me. Just don’t do anything. Why don’t you just get out of town for the weekend? Just don’t do anything that would hurt me.” This is on the eve of the primary election—maybe four or five days before. The primary that year was very close to Labor Day. This was probably Thursday, and maybe the next Tuesday would be the primary election.


He says, “You know, I’ll resign from the club. I’ll withdraw. In fact, I have a little note here, and I’ll just withdraw and that will be the end of it.”


I say, “No, no, no, that’s not helpful to us. We don’t want you to withdraw. We just want you to not attack us.”


So he says, “Okay, Ed, I’ll never attack you.” And that’s the way the meeting ended. This might be a conversation that took place on a Wednesday or Thursday night before that weekend, the Labor Day weekend.


So I think, Well, okay, it’s tough, but we could still maybe win. Then a day or two later we get a call from Eddie Katcher of the New York Post. This is probably Saturday—I can’t remember the date. Katcher, who was supportive of De Sapio in his columns, an old-line reporter, calls and he says, “We have a letter here from Lanigan in which he is resigning from the club, and he calls the club dialectically involved.” The thrust of Lanigan’s comments, as reported to us by Katcher, are that the club is a Commie club—you know, engaged in dialectics and that sort of thing, whatever that meant.


We just didn’t know what to do. We said, “We don’t believe it. We just don’t believe it.”


Katcher said, “Well, the letter also indicates that a copy has been sent to Stanley Geller,” who was then the president of the club. So we waited. You see, it was Labor Day weekend: no mail. I think one of our people was a copyboy or something at the Post, and we sent him up there to see if he couldn’t get hold of the letter in some covert way so that we could find out whether we should have a press conference to respond to it, because we didn’t want to respond to something that maybe had never taken place, and we just didn’t want to believe Ed Katcher.
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