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To those many opponents who say I speak

only bits of the truth. May they find much

in these pages to confound themselves.





A Word from Willie Brown


I’d like to thank P. J. Corkery for capturing in these

pages my love of politics and my appetite for life.






Basic BROWN






INTRODUCTION

Willie Talk: The Hipster of the Breakfast Table




WILLIE BROWN SPENDS hours every day in San Francisco’s restaurants. For him, San Francisco’s dining rooms, with their fine cuisine, fine company, leather banquettes, and leathery dice cups, are both a setting and a sanctuary. This is where he does business, plots, and lives much of his life. This is the public Willie Brown. That’s the Willie Brown I used to see.

For all his time at the table, though, Willie Brown is still a fit, thin man, the same size 40 regular that he was twenty-seven years ago when he was first elected Speaker of the California Assembly. He is gourmet, but he eats abstemiously. He has no fitness regimen to speak of and must be one of the few politicians who can’t stand playing golf. Perhaps his terrific condition is due to his fifty-six-year-old habit, begun when he arrived in San Francisco as a seventeen-year-old, of walking constantly around the city he loves. Oh, and he often walks up and down the stairs of the St. Regis Hotel/apartment complex, in San Francisco’s South of Market district, in a way that excites the envy of his coresident Al Gore.

He often lunches at Le Central, near the brokerages of Montgomery Street and the boutiques of Grant Avenue, where he and his longtime pal, haberdasher Wilkes Bashford; his dapper society friends like Harry de Wildt and Matthew Kelly; architect Sandy Walker; and the late Herb Caen (celebrated columnist of the San Francisco Chronicle), have occupied the window seats for thirty-seven years.

When Willie Brown was mayor and, before that, speaker of the assembly in Sacramento, ninety fast minutes away, he gave over just about every day and night to the whims of his schedulers, except for three hours on Fridays at Le Central. That was his time. It still is. It’s there he and his friends play boss dice for an hour and the lunch tab. The dizzying games, an old San Francisco tradition dating back to the tented saloons of the Gold Rush, move at a rate of about three games a minute. The boys once tried playing poker, but it was way too slow.

He also attends political banquets and fund-raisers at night. There are hundreds of these events every year: for example, the Chinese Six Companies, an ancient San Francisco amalgam of six family associations, holds full-dress, full-ritual, presidential inaugurations every two months as the association’s presidency rotates. The food at these events in food-crazy San Francisco is hardly grub, but Willie Brown is there to work.

At events like these—four a night is not uncommon for Willie Brown, who is no longer even in office—he addresses the crowd from the dais, then table hops, connects with pals, and hears, notes, files, and contributes to the latest gossip. To those remaining old-school news reporters who actually believe in getting out into the city streets to find news, encountering Willie Brown on his nightly rounds is like running into a one-man CIA, though the reporters do not always acknowledge him as the source of some of the newsiest and juiciest items that make the news.

It’s after working the banquets that he and a date and whatever friends happen to be tagging along will visit some new restaurant or some favored hangout for the real evening meal. Then it’s off to hear music, dance, hang at a bar. A colorful, flamboyant public man, at home on the public stage and intriguing as such.

Was there ever a private Willie Brown? Did he ever spend a moment when he was not on stage? Well, I had heard about his breakfasts. He takes breakfast in public, not surprisingly, usually dining in a hotel dining room. But typically he didn’t entertain an entourage. He had at most one guest, and he took many phone calls. This was the sanctum of the great political chief. Then one day he invited me to breakfast. Our talks at those breakfasts are the source of this book.

The Willie Brown of the breakfast table is no less humorous, delightful, insightful, or zany than the Willie Brown of the lunch table with its dice cups to be slammed or the banquet table with its hundreds of hands to be shaken. But at breakfast, he is more reflective, less given to the small talk. It is at the breakfast table that he tries out new ideas and deals privately with political concerns. It is there that he receives confidential calls on his iPhone. (When he was mayor, he refused to carry the then bulky cell phones of the day. Then his bodyguards carried his cell phones. The reason? The fat phones disturbed the lining and draping of his $5,000 Brioni suits. The iPhone offers no such sartorial threat.) The calls come in from the Barack Obama camp, the Hillary Clinton camp, the Rudy Giuliani camp, from Speaker Nancy Pelosi, from Senator Dianne Feinstein, from Mayor Gavin Newsom, from Los Angeles mayor Antonio Villaraigosa, even from Republican governor, and personal pal, Arnold Schwarzenegger. He has sharp and sincere advice and guidance for them all, and he also picks up the news.

I am not quite sure why these breakfast sessions with me, these seminars, these Willie Brown Think-and-Action Tank Institute breakfasts started. I had asked him, as a fan of American political literature from William Riordon’s account of Tammany Hall boss George Washington Plunkitt to William Kennedy’s Albany novels to Edwin O’Connor’s The Last Hurrah, to consider writing a memoir.

I really hadn’t much of a hope for the idea. Not because the mayor isn’t a spellbinding communicator. He is. Nor was it because he isn’t well read. He is. He has read or listened to audio editions of almost every political book and memoir published. But like most notable politicians, he once sagely observed, what makes him strongest is what makes for weaker memoirs. Sharp American politicians aren’t intent on hiding details. It’s just that they move so fast, that an account of a bygone play must, to them, sound wooden, inept, half-wise and maybe half-dangerous: you could unwittingly slight the contribution of a teammate. American politicians are players to whom the almost indescribable, hydra-headed action, the moment, is everything. For British politicians, whose memoir writing is the literary standard, the memoir itself is a tool in the continuation of their rhetoric-proud parliamentary version of the political game, which is heavy on ideological thrust, betrayal, and back-lobby gossip. It’s just not in the blood of the fast-moving American pol to overcontemplate how the play went down. History writing—at least the writing of full, interesting history—is rarely the forte of American politicians.

And Willie Brown, though a very reflective man, is also a quipster. He is out of the Fillmore, the black San Francisco neighborhood once called “the Harlem of the West,” where quipping (also valued in all San Francisco bars) is rated higher than history.

It was also apparent to me that the mayor’s career and life were hardly over. “I’m on the ‘J,’” he frequently says on the phone to a caller. “I’m on the job.” He’s hardly a guy to look back. He’s involved and looking forward. I knew he wasn’t interested in recounting the minutiae of every day of his life, even though he remembers all of it. But he likes to talk. So he invited me to breakfast. And then once again. And then almost every Saturday morning for many months, I had breakfast with him.

In a leisurely fashion, he began to talk and spill out his observations of politics today, what makes things work, how money operates, who influenced him, how to handle scandals, and how flamboyance in a politician doesn’t mean an avoidance of serious political issues. Over time, the material began to organize itself—not as a standard biographical work, but as a set of related glimpses and flashes into the making of modern politics and a modern political life. That’s what he was intent on doing through our breakfasts. He had a few things to say.

And so from a master of American politics, here are the quips, themes, lessons, and points of politics that struck him at a San Francisco breakfast table. In the first of these pages, Willie Brown talks of the political life. Then he describes salients from his life as a teenager arriving in San Francisco from segregated Texas, to his rise in politics and his own important and different family life. From his years in the legislature, he limns the dynamics of political power and how luck and setbacks both intervened in his rise to the top. From his years as Speaker of the California Assembly, he describes the high and low efforts required to make new laws and to stay safe personally from the ravages of out-of-control investigators. He also tells of how and why he maintained his speakership as a Democrat in a chamber controlled by Republicans. Last, he draws some lessons from a job he never expected to hold: big city mayor. He concludes with some unusual advice for young politicians.

As I talked and listened to Willie Brown, increasingly he struck me not as a man looking back on to the closed past, but as a player looking into past plays from the vantage point of someone who is still in the game. He is the politician as quarterback or point guard. You can learn a lot from conversations with a guy who thinks like that.

—P. J. Corkery









PART ONE

Willie Brown Talks the Talk

Willie Brown discourses on the political life, how to succeed, and how to handle money and scandal.












CHAPTER ONE

“Willie Brown, Who Are You Kidding?”




ONE FOGGY SAN FRANCISCO Saturday morning not long ago, a dapper, tweedy, old-school fellow—a real East Coast establishment type—came up to me in the Big 4, a clubby restaurant in the Huntington Hotel atop San Francisco’s Nob Hill. The restaurant with its dark green leather banquettes and dim lighting pays homage to the secret dealings of four of the great railroad barons who lived and plotted in San Francisco’s bonanza days back in the 1880s. It still attracts deal making, high society, high-level gossip, and, occasionally, frank talk.

This old Brahmin was new to me. He obviously wasn’t a San Franciscan. At the outset, I wasn’t sure that he was a fan.

“Willie Brown,” he said, wasting no time on preliminaries, “who are you kidding?

“Look at you,” he said, going right into it, “wearing three-thousand-dollar suits, a five-hundred-dollar shirt, a French foulard tie.” I was a little insulted: the Brioni suit I was wearing cost at least six grand. The Wilkes Bashford shirt was about eight hundred dollars, and my Hermès necktie would have exhausted a trust fund baby’s monthly stipend.

And he didn’t mention the beautiful Russian blonde, Sonya Molodetskaya, on my right, which I thought was unchivalrous. But he was making a point and I didn’t take offense. He went on.

“The way you dress, the way you carry on—it’s pure power, wealth, and privilege. And yet at the same time, you do this number about having started out poor, underprivileged. You do this whole ‘I was born in a log cabin’ routine…Complete hypocrisy, Mr. Mayor. I don’t believe there’s a sincere bone in your body.”

He wasn’t being mean. He was merely confused by me. He figured that anyone with polish couldn’t possibly be a brutha, someone from the rough-and-tumble. He figured I was a highborn fella who found it politically convenient to pretend to be from the streets. He supposed I was more likely to be at home in the celebrated woodsy grove of San Francisco’s Bohemian Club on a Saturday rather than in a barbershop in San Francisco’s black ’hood, the Western Addition. If I told him I was from Mineola, he would have thought I was from Mineola, a Long Island suburb, and not from hardscrabble Mineola, Texas, where I was actually born. Mineola, Texas, the humble home of the pinto bean! He figured if I weren’t the product of one of the red-brick Ivies like Harvard or one of the Silicon Ivies like Stanford, then at least I had gone to Howard or Morehouse, not humble San Francisco State College.

I’ll say this for the old boy: he didn’t start to rant and rave that I was corrupt, on the take, for sale to the highest bidder. Maybe he was just being courteous, maybe he didn’t believe the old libel, or maybe he shied away from the theme of corruption because it might strike close to home. I recognized him as the heir to a great American industrial fortune—on the way to building that pile of cash, there had been a lot of chicanery. The man was also a major Republican contributor.

I said to him, “Brother, I’ll let you in on the secret.”

He jolted at being addressed as “brother,” but he liked the idea of being in the know, of learning the secret behind a player. The powerful like being in on the know.

“You’re right,” I said. “I wasn’t born in a log cabin.”

“I knew it,” he said.

“No,” I said, “I was born under a log cabin.”

It’s true. I didn’t just come from poor circumstances, I came from something worse: segregated rural Texas in the Depression. But I rose in the world to sleep in the Lincoln Bedroom of the White House and to host the Queen of England in Sacramento and I intend to get back to the Lincoln Bedroom (I’d like to bring a date) by helping the Democrats regain the White House. The old Republican who accosted me in the Big 4 might not be thrilled with the idea, but I can tell you that my mother and grandmother, who raised me and my sisters and brother, certainly would be.



My mother worked “in service,” as they used to say, as a cook in a Dallas home, eighty miles distant. She rarely changed employers and lived in. Her name was Minnie Collins Boyd. Her grandmother had been a slave. Another grandparent had been a runaway slave. We also had Cherokee blood in us. We may not have been a typical family by white standards, but we were a mighty family. And mother was the most important person in my life, even though I saw her only on weekends. We children always called her by her first name, Minnie.

She was always fixed on us, her five children, and made sure we behaved well. We were not allowed to be flakes. She raised well-disciplined, orderly children.

Like so many black families, ours was a kind of matriarchy. The women kept the family operation together, functioning as a survival unit. My father, Willie Lewis Brown, Sr., but known as Lewis Brown, was gone early. He and I never spent even one night together under the same roof.

If ever there were bad feelings between my parents about either of them or what might have happened to their relationship, it was not communicated to me. But it wasn’t until I was in grade school that I learned that I shared my father’s name. I knew, of course, that I was his son. People around Mineola used to point to me and say, “That’s Lewis Brown’s son.” But I was seven or eight before I knew my name was Willie L. Brown Jr. I thought my name was Lawson Brooks Brown. People called me Brookie. To this day contemporaries back in Mineola still call me Brookie. Lawson Brooks was the leader of a roadhouse blues band that was playing in my grandmother’s tavern the night I was born! My mother had wanted to go and hear the band, but instead she went into labor with me. Someone commemorated the event by calling me Brookie.

In later life, when I became an influential California politician and my father was living in Los Angeles, he would sometimes show up at political banquets, announce himself as the father of the speaker of the assembly, and ask the banquet organizers to be seated. They would ask me and I always consented. Sometimes he was seated at the head table. Despite any feelings I had about his absence during my childhood, I never gave way to them and never gave him away. I looked after him financially, and when the time came, buried him with respect and reverence.

Back in Mineola, my grandmother, Anna Collins, also looked after us, making us study and work. Grandmother was quite a character. She took nothing off no one, black or white. My mother, her daughter, believed the best way to handle society’s hypocrisy was to comply assiduously with its often absurd rules and regulations. She believed in working to change them, but meanwhile she wasn’t going to let society have the slightest chance of laying a hand on her. She made a point of meeting with society’s rules. There’d be no opening against her. My grandmother came to a different kind of accommodation with the local establishment. She made arrangements with it. She and my uncles had to. My mother and uncles called grandmother “mot’ dear,” short for “mother dear.” We children did the same.

You see, in our little town, Grandmother and my uncles ran a speakeasy. It was called the Shack, an apt description of the property. Inside you could buy bootleg liquor called “chock” and listen to blues bands that made the circuit through Texas. I’m not the only popular politician to have a bootlegger in the family closet. Old Joe Kennedy moved lots of scotch through Boston, I’m told.

The Shack was never raided, as far as I know, so grandmother’s arrangement with the sheriff must have been an effective one.

The Shack brought in money, but as kids we all had to have jobs. At age ten, I picked beans in the fields—and was glad to have the cash mother let me keep from my pay. With that I was able to buy some little kid toys and even shoes. A few years later, I shined shoes outside a railroad hotel (fishing nickels out of the spittoon by the stand into which white customers gleefully pitched their coins and phlegm). I made six wet dollars a week. Our primary school was terrible: a one-room schoolhouse. But we were lucky to have that and a high school: Mineola Colored High School. I played point guard for the basketball team, but we played on a dirt outdoor court. Indoor courts were for the white schools.

When my sisters and brother took the train to Dallas to see our mother, we did what the conductor told us to do, which was to pull down the shades on the windows in the colored car when passing through the town of Grand Saline. The good white people of Grand Saline didn’t want to have even a glimpse of black people. It was the law of that town that the colored riders on the train had to pull down the shades when passing through.



From that limited and limiting environment, or perhaps because of it, I grew up to become one of America’s most adept politicians. For fifteen years, I was Speaker of the California Assembly and controlled one of the largest and most complex governmental budgets in the globe. I even got Ronald Reagan, the icon of right-wing Republicanism, to sign liberal legislation! Then I served and thrived through two terms—all that the law allows—as mayor of the most politics-ridden city in America, my fabulous San Francisco.

To commentators, I’m something of a conundrum because I’m a black Democrat. I opposed the War in Vietnam in 1962, long before the teach-ins of Vietnam Summer in 1967 turned opposition to the war into an acceptable political stance. I worked for Bobby Kennedy in the 1968 presidential campaign. As a legislator I won, through long, intricate political fights over many years, battles for gay rights, women’s rights, immigrants’ rights, and against guns. I fought at the 1972 Democratic Convention for George McGovern. I chaired Jesse Jackson’s presidential campaign in 1988. What makes me a seeming contradiction is that I’ve also been unusually popular with Republicans. They helped make me speaker of the assembly in 1980, and when the Republicans finally gained control of the assembly in 1994, they didn’t elect a Republican to be speaker, they elected me! I’ve been out of public office since I left the mayoralty of San Francisco in 2004, but I’m still very close to Republicans. Arnold Schwarzenegger is one of my best friends. Ronald Reagan and I got along just fine.

People come to me for political and legal advice all the time. That’s how I earn my living these days—as a political consultant and lawyer. I’m very good at both, but something in the way I’ve done things—from working with Republicans while being a liberal—and in my demeanor—I can’t resist a cutting line—makes people wonder, “Willie Brown, are you kidding?”

Sometimes I’ve had to make it very clear that when it comes to maintaining power, I’m not kidding.









CHAPTER TWO

Willie Brown Is NOT Kidding




IN 1988 I HAD been speaker—Ayatollah—of the assembly for eight years. I would go on to serve seven more years as speaker. I would still be speaker today were it not for term limits, a destructive idea introduced by mean-spirited wretches from Southern California who sought to deprive the people of San Francisco of the right to reelect me as their assemblyman. You know, even Ronald Reagan opposed term limits. He and Nancy Reagan wrote a letter that was to have been used in the ballot campaign against term limits. But due to the indolence of Democratic colleagues of mine in the California State Senate, the letter wasn’t mailed out to the voters, and I and scores of other legislators were “termed-out” because the voters never learned of the Reagans’ opposition to the idea.

Back in 1988, however, I was unchallenged as speaker until suddenly a handful of members of the assembly decided it was time for me to go. They became known as the “Gang of Five.” Their story shows that while the use of power can be elegant (at least when Willie Brown is wielding it), politics itself ain’t pretty.

You already know one of the Gang of Five: Gary Condit, who in 2003 lost reelection to his seat in the U.S. Congress after having become involved in the scandal around the disappearance and murder of his congressional intern, Chandra Levy. Condit was not implicated in Ms. Levy’s brutal slaying, but in denying that he had had an intimate relationship with her, he lied to her family, the press, and investigators. That finished his career. Back then, in 1988, he was an assemblyman from the San Joaquin Valley, the massive agricultural heart of California.

With four cohorts in the assembly—Jerry Eaves, Rusty Areias, Chuck Calderon, and Steve Peace—Condit attempted to oust me from the speakership, even though I had been generous to them, appointing them to powerful committee chairmanships and providing them with campaign funds and perks galore. Indeed, I had been training them to one day succeed me in the ranks of the powerful in the assembly. They got pushy, though.

Without revealing their agenda, they asked one day to meet with me. Assembly members always came first with me, so I stopped what I was doing, brought them to my inner office, and served them coffee. They came right to the point.

“We think it’s time,” said Condit, “for you to give us your exit date.” They said, you know, we really love you, you’ve set the record, you’re going to go down in history: you’ve been speaker for seven and half years, longer than anyone else, and you’re the first black speaker, but we want to take over. I was surprised but not fazed.

I said, “You young fellows, you really impress me with your skills and your ability. Each of you is the chair of a major committee, each of you holds an important position, so when people like you say something like this, I have to listen. But, oh boy, this is not something we can decide easily—there are a lot of ramifications. So let me go cancel all my other appointments for this afternoon and we’ll talk about this in depth.” I stepped out of my office.

Whew. Now, a challenge to a speaker’s hold on his chair can never be unexpected. In fact, in California challenges to previous speakers were common. As speaker you’re holding a job that not only has no built-in tenure, but your job security depends on your constantly pleasing a majority of the membership. Politics and ambition being what they are, somebody is always unhappy. Somebody is always thinking of toppling you.

But you don’t expect a coup attempt from your own side, especially from members to whom you had given chances for advancement. What was it my mentor, Machiavelli, said? “Lavish your allies and underlings with honors and opportunities, and they shall not desire to change princes”? Well, Machiavelli never lived with my legislature. My mistake with the Gang of Five now attempting to oust me was to have shown them, by appointing them to leadership posts, that I thought they themselves might one day make fine speakers of the assembly. They showed their gratitude by telling me to quit.

Their demeanor fascinated me. They wanted me to acknowledge publicly that they were my masters and that they had decided to move things around. They behaved as if they were being charitable towards me by allowing me to be awarded with the record of having been the longest-serving speaker in the history of the California Assembly! And by being the first black speaker. One of them said it looked good on my résumé! I was supposed to be impressed that they were concerned about my record and my future career.

I knew, though, that their coup would not succeed. They had only their five votes—with perhaps a few more members lurking in the shadows. I, however, had more backup, including Republicans as well as Democrats. So while the Gang of Five had a handful of the eighty members of the assembly, when you counted up the numbers (as I did a few times every day), I had over forty-one. And that’s all it takes to stay in power. The Gang of Five could not win.

Nonetheless, these five had to be punished for their temerity and ingratitude. So when I left them behind in my office, ostensibly to tell my secretary to cancel my appointments for the rest of the day, I actually told her to get the chairman of the Rules Committee, the late Lou Papan, on the phone.

Lou was a guy who loved dropping bombs. And as chairman of the Rules Committee—my chairman of my Rules Committee—he was in charge of all the other chairmen and chairwomen, and of the political housekeeping in the assembly.

The message I told my secretary to give Lou Papan was this: “I am immediately removing Condit, Peace, Calderon, Eaves, and Areias from their committee chairmanships, but I’m not stopping with just strippin’ them of their titles. I want you to evict them from their offices. I want you to fire all the staff they hired for their committees. And I want you to put their furniture out in the hall.”

Even then I planned (as I eventually did) to reassign the five ingrates to lesser positions—I never cut any one out entirely. They might be renegades today, but I regarded myself as in competition for their votes in the future. At that moment, however, they had to be punished.

“And tell Lou,” I said to my secretary, “I want it done within an hour. That’s as long as I am going to stay in a room with these disloyal bastards…. As soon as you tell Lou what I want done, he’ll understand what maneuver these five have just tried to pull.”

She called Lou, who was deeeelighted to invoke the eviction process without notice to these renegades. And I knew my characterization of the Gang as “these disloyal bastards” would be repeated all around the capitol, and to the press corps, within the same hour.

I went back into my office where the renegades were sitting with sick smiles. I didn’t tell them I had just denuded them of the robes of power, their offices, even their parking spaces. I told them nothing. I went deadpan. I sat down and listened to them shine me on. After about an hour I knew that Lou had had enough time to carry out the executions. Then I said to the Gang of Five: “Listen, guys, can I have overnight? Let me think about what you’ve said overnight.” And they said, “Oh, yeah, that’s easy.”

They must have really thought I was chastened by them, hit as a human being because one of them then said, “Why don’t you have dinner with us tonight?” I said, “Absolutely. No problem at all. We’ll have dinner.” They didn’t know they were already toast. I got up to signal the end of the session and said, “Why don’t you guys go out that side door? More confidential.” Sure.

Of course, that side door led right into the microphones, cameras, and notebooks of the waiting press. Every statehouse reporter and camera crew from every TV station from San Diego to Los Angeles to Sacramento and San Francisco—and national TV crews as well—was there. The statehouse scribes had seen all their furniture suddenly being moved out of their offices. They were getting signals from Lou Papan. They knew something was up. As soon as that door to my office opened, the TV reporters were right in the faces of the treacherous five. The members of the Gang were shocked and sickened as the reporters began shouting questions like, “Mr. Condit, how does it feel to no longer be chairman?” “Mr. Calderon, how does it feel to have been stripped of your staff and office?”

The traitors tried to retreat back into my office. I didn’t let them in. I let them experience what it was like to run into a real shark. “Guys,” I said. “Hey, treachery is fair play. Old age and treachery will always outdo youth and skill. And that’s what you just experienced.” I sent them back to face the lions of the media. Because eventually I reassigned them to lesser posts in the assembly, I saved them from total abjection—a shrewd use of power.

Anyway, you never need to thoroughly terminate bad actors. Let the cosmos handle them. Indeed, bad karma followed the Gang of Five for decades. Jerry Eaves was eventually convicted of taking a bribe. Chuck Calderon was fined heavily for violation of campaign funding laws. Rusty Areias, who had been acclaimed in a magazine for being a young guy who had made a million before he was thirty-five, lost everything. He was in the farming business, but the bank took his farm, his dairy, and everything else, and he ended up living for a time in that small, spare Sacramento apartment on N Street that Jerry Brown used as his plebeian version of a governor’s mansion.

The two who suffered the worst were Steve Peace and Gary Condit. Steve Peace became the author of energy deregulation in California, a move that was supposed to have resulted in huge savings for Californians, but which actually cost the consumers and the state billions as energy producers and distributors exploited the new legislation. Although billions of dollars were eventually repaid to the customers, Peace’s political career never recovered from the deregulation debacle.

These days, I have lunch with Rusty Areias a few times a month. And Chuck Calderon, whose campaign literature mentions nothing of his fines, has just been reelected, after a long absence, to the assembly. But the moral still stands: don’t cross Willie Brown, don’t spit in the fountain of favors, because he certainly has more votes and moves than you do. And there’s always that bad old karma out there. The story of the Gang of Five is still told wherever legislators gather.

So when people ask me if I’m kidding, I tell them this story.









CHAPTER THREE

Consensus and Power




IN JANUARY 2007, I, Willie Brown, a San Francisco liberal Democrat, presided as the master of ceremonies at the gubernatorial inauguration of Arnold Schwarzenegger, a Republican from conservative Southern California. I first got to know Schwarzenegger in 2002 when he was campaigning (victoriously) for a California ballot proposition to build new after-school care and fitness programs. Although he is a Republican, he came to me for help with the ballot proposition. As we talked during the course of that campaign, I began to see that he was interested in being a problem solver, not just a spokesman for a cause. He wanted to know how the levers of power worked. Fun to be with, lively, jovial, quick-witted, quippish, full of the magnetism and glamour of a real star, he often came to have lunch with me and my friends at our hangout, the restaurant called Le Central, in San Francisco. The folks lined up on the sidewalks to meet him and his wife, Maria, while inside they attended what amounted to a Willie Brown Postgraduate Course on Practical Politics. They’re really interested in learning the game. Together, Maria and Arnold are the true heirs of the Kennedy family political legacy. Maybe Arnold isn’t as ideologically pure as Uncle Ted Kennedy (and I) would like, but he’s no raving right winger and he listens to Maria! You sometimes wonder what the pillow talk must be like around the Schwarzenegger boudoir. But she never takes their political disagreements public. In sum, they have marvelous political instincts. So the Kennedy political genius carries on, but in California. When Arnold became governor of California, he called me up and said, “You’ve got to help me run the state!” I wasn’t interested in taking on any political appointment or job from him, but I’m always available to him for advice, insights, jokes, and jabs to the official conscience. I’m especially interested in seeing that minorities are not forgotten in this administration. We speak at least once a week. And when he asked me to be master of ceremonies at his 2007 inauguration, I couldn’t resist the chance to be part of that glamorous show.

Of course, the event was a lot of fun, which political occasions ought to be. I got in some good lines. Arnold had been taking political heat during his reelection campaign when some tapes were disclosed in which he described a Latina assemblywoman as “very hot,” due to her “black blood mixed with Latino blood.” So at the inaugural I described Maria Shriver, the governor’s wife, when I introduced her, as “foxy and sexy,” which she certainly is. I could get away with a line like that, I told the crowd, because Arnold, who had broken his leg on a skiing expedition, was on crutches, and couldn’t chase me. Later Maria told me, “Watch it, Willie Brown. Arnold may not be able to catch you, but I sure can chase you.” Of course, Maria’s a lady, so I wouldn’t expect her to do such a thing.

Some Democrats, though, seemed to regard my happy participation in Arnold’s inauguration as the act of a turncoat. To me, it is a sign of democracy in action. Of course, Arnold is my pal, so I would have appeared at his request anyway, but that’s the point: I make friends with everyone, Democrats and Republicans. That’s the start of the route to consensus, the basis of any substantive political action.

I have nothing against politicians who are pursuing principled political agendas. But when you first arrive in a political chamber, it’s unrealistic to suppose that people will rise up to meet you and take you on your terms—no matter how great your margin of victory. The fact is, Mr. Smith Goes to Washington is a fantasy. No matter how righteous your cause, you’ve got do heavy political lifting to secure the consensus you need to get anything done in the actual political arena like the Congress or the statehouse. You’ve got to learn to secure votes. You do that through consensus. And if you don’t, the voters will be very unhappy. Arnold Schwarzenegger, first elected on a tide of righteous feeling, can tell you that. In first electing him, the voters may have been soulfully indignant about a Democratic state administration that seemed indifferent to them, their needs and wishes, but they didn’t want simply to trade in indifference for intransigence, as Schwarzenegger quickly learned. They wanted politicians who could make things work and who could work with each other. I’ve believed in bipartisanship and cooperation since my early days in the assembly.

As speaker of the assembly, I used to tell freshman legislators that the beginning of their careers in the legislature was not an arrival. It was a leaving. It was not a fulfillment, but a start. They must have thought they had fallen into the hands of some spouting Zen master. I wasn’t trying to be cryptic to them, just factual. Getting elected to the chamber is only half the battle. You certainly must not abandon your values or agendas once you enter the political circus that is a capitol or city hall, but you must also learn that new skills may be required to gain success for the ideas you believe in. Righteousness does not, alas, prevail on its own. To be a successful elected official, no matter whether you are a member of a lowly wastewater management district or Speaker of the House, you’ll have to learn to be a listener, a diplomat, a deal maker, and a warrior. If you’re really good, you’ll learn to be an honorable cutthroat as well. Most of all, to your fellow politicians, you have to learn to be what I call “a reliable person.”

When I arrived in the legislature in the ’60s, I wore a blue serge Nehru jacket and the love beads emblematic of the cool of my Haight-Ashbury district in San Francisco. Those farmers in Sacramento who made up so much of the membership of the assembly at that time had never seen anything like me. They thought I was from another world. But they quickly learned to like my political acumen and willingness to work hard with them even more. I never once breached the commitment to civil rights and to the betterment of my community that brought me to the legislature, but to succeed on those fronts, I made damn sure that I became as cooperative to others as I possibly could be. A few years later when those assemblymen from the Central Valley in their country clothes began affectionately to refer to me as “Farmer Brown in the Afro,” I personally blanched. My urban constituents back in San Francisco asked me what I had been doing to gain favor from such anticity folk as the farm representatives. I honestly replied, “Harvesting votes.”

So yes, of course, when the Republican governor of California, Arnold Schwarzenegger, called on me to be the master of ceremonies at his inaugural, I agreed. I’m very happy to have the Republican governor of California as one of my constituents. He’s not the first of his ilk to be obligated to me. He knows he needs my skills, and not just as a showman.

Governor Schwarzenegger understands that I am that rare thing in politics—the reliable person. Reliable, not because I’m bought and paid for, but because I can be counted upon to know how things work, and, more importantly, can help put a deal together neatly, quickly, and with benefit to all. Get known as a reliable person, a go-to guy, and you are made as an effective politician. Demonstrate that you know how to get something done, big or small, and they’ll come back to you. President Clinton, Governor Schwarzenegger, Ronald Reagan, and a thousand others in politics came to Willie Brown because he is the reliable person. People used to assume that another California Republican governor, Ronald Reagan, and I must have had a strained relationship because of our differing ideologies. Not so.

After Ronald Reagan, who had been governor of California from 1967 to 1975, became president of the United States, he was often invited by succeeding Republican governors to revisit the California capital. In fact, he made only one return visit to Sacramento as president and that was at the invitation of Willie L. Brown Jr., Democratic Speaker of the Assembly. So much for the supposed bad relationship that people said existed between Reagan and myself. We had a fine relationship because he knew that I was competent and reliable. As George Shultz, the very senior San Francisco Republican who later became President Reagan’s secretary of state, said when endorsing me for mayor of San Francisco, “Willie Brown keeps his word.” Furthermore with Reagan, I had taken the time from our earliest days to get to know him.

Back in 1967, the California assembly and senate had summoned the political will necessary to pass some sort of bill decriminalizing abortion. The legislative consensus had been built for the principle, but the bill itself would have to be written along such lines that Reagan would actually be comfortable enough with it to sign it. He was not then the vehement antichoice person he would become as he sought to be embraced by the growing right wing of the party. Still, abortion was difficult for him. Most of the arguments pro and con were on a high philosophical plane. On that level, he could go either way. Having taken the time to get to know Reagan, I realized that if you put things in terms that he could relate to out of his own personal experience, you could move him. I didn’t know (and don’t know) if he had any personal experience with the question of abortion, but I did know that in his years in Hollywood he had seen the careers, health, and lives of women torn apart because abortion, even when a medical necessity, was then a nasty, expensive, back-alley business, with patients and doctors subject to criminal prosecution and blackmail. If you addressed those concerns in the actual piece of legislation, you could get him to embrace the principle. So I worked with my peers to write a bill that would legalize abortion as a way of protecting the health of patients and removing them and physicians from the threat of prosecution and exposure. This was a civic good that he could relate to. He signed a bill constructed along those lines.

Of course, having Willie Brown be honest with you is sometimes a little more cutting and wry than the typical politician expects. But Reagan and Governor Schwarzenegger are Big Guys. They got the Willie Brown style.









CHAPTER FOUR

Sex Scandals and the Socializing Politician




POLITICIANS ALMOST NEVER EXPRESS regret about their behavior on questions of public policy, but when it comes to their private lives, curiously, they are always ready to apologize. It’s bizarre.

Whenever I hear a politician publicly express contrition over some private relationship that has suddenly been exposed, I laugh. And when I hear them promise to seek redemption for having had such a liaison, I just laugh my ass off. This sackcloth-and-ashes routine strikes me as about the most insincere response you could make, and probably the least effective.

Ineffective because the public clearly understands that no disability is created by a relationship between two people that has nothing to do with your public duties and functions.

I don’t know why Bill Clinton felt the necessity, at the outset of the Monica Lewinsky scandal, of saying, “I never had sex with that woman.” What he should have said to the press was, “This is none of your business. You get nothing out of me. I don’t talk about whether I’ve had a relationship with a lady or not. It ain’t your business. Period.” Bill Clinton didn’t often lose his cool as president, but he did then.

My wife, Blanche, and I have been married for fifty years. We haven’t lived together in twenty-five, but we’re still close. We talk many times each week. I’ll tell you more about her and my family later in these pages. Early on in our marriage, we both recognized a key reality of political life, though.

That reality is this: if you are an attractive person in public life, you’re going to have lots of opportunities to have fascinating relationships with women or men. I can think of very few holders of major office in American life, including women, who have not had private relationships along the way. And yet invariably it seems that when these relationships are exposed, the politicians apologize.

Enemies, schemers, the self-righteous are, of course, going to be looking for relationships they think are improper or out of which they think (quite foolishly) they can make political hay. When confronted, you just have to say it’s nobody’s business but your own.

Personally, I think you ought to glory in any such reputation. My successor as mayor of San Francisco, the talented Gavin Newsom, was caught when a private relationship he had had with a staffer who happened also to be married to one of his top advisors was revealed. He froze. He apologized publicly, especially for hurting his friend, the husband. All well and good, I suppose, but if you’re going to apologize for a relationship, apologize to the woman. Frankly, I think he should have leapt at the opportunity to become known as a kind of gallivanting Gavin. I think the public relishes the idea of having someone who’s actually alive holding down public office. If you’re going to have a reputation, have one for your dashing ways, not for your tears.

A spicy social life really can add to your panache. In San Francisco, the city’s hostesses treat me as a star guest because I add flavor to the evening. I’ve known and appeared with many women during my fifty years of married life and I have never been ostracized or barred from full participation in the social environment because I was with a variety of women. Nancy Bechtle, a superior hostess, enjoys rating my dates. When she invites me to an affair, she invariably asks a day or two before the party, “Whom are you planning to bring? Do we know the name yet?” I always answer her by saying, “I’m still interviewing…”

In the course of my life, I have never been accused of any abuse or disrespect or disregard or exploitation of any woman—unlike, say, Newt Gingrich. I’ve never been brutish to anyone personally involved with me. It isn’t my style.

Naturally, it’s not easy being the date of Willie Brown either! It’s hard to find a companion who can handle dating Willie Brown, because that often means being ignored.

When I walk into a party or public dinner or other social gathering, instantly all the attention is focused on me. Everybody wants to BS with me. My poor date may not know anybody else in the room. My wife, Blanche Brown, will tell you that one of the reasons she ceased stepping out with me was that at parties people would push right past her to get to me. They would knock her over. She was, understandably, offended by such rude behavior.

When I go to a party, I’m not there to float around as part of a couple. I’m a working politician. I work the house. I make sure I talk to everybody there who’s significant. And I start with the women! No matter what age they are, I make sure I say hello. I make sure I tell every woman there something about herself. I want them to know how conscious I am of their existence. If I’ve met them before, I am going to let each one know I remember something about her personally. And that I am continuing to pay attention to her. That’s purely sincere. You have to like people and let them know you like and remember them. That goes for the guys in the room too. They want to be remembered.

If you’re also locked in to entertaining a date in the course of a party—oh man, that is an impossible duty. So before we go out, I try to explain to my dates what the evening will be like. I tell them, “Now let’s get it straight. There’s gonna be everybody wanting to take a picture of me. And I may not sit at any one table. I may have to leave you at one table—I’ll introduce you to friends there, and they’ll look after you. But you may not see me for another half an hour. And I may dance with fifteen people before I can get around to dancing with you. But I love to dance, and we will eventually.”

Well, some women don’t believe this scenario until they see it. And some don’t like it. I have to explain again: I’m busy working. I’m sorry you had to get your own drink. But this isn’t an evening out for the two of us. It’s a work night for me. And if the lady doesn’t get it, then at the next possible opportunity, as gently and as sincerely as I can, I exit the relationship. And I explain to her, “Here’s why I’m leaving: you’re not ready to put up with my selfish interest in my career. I am selfishly interested in my making sure that everybody in that room knows who Willie Brown is. Because that’s who and that’s what I’m marketing.”

I tell my hurt date, “I can’t give up that selfishness. I really love hanging out with you. But henceforth if we are to go out, it is to a movie on a Saturday afternoon where there’s no social interaction with other people.” I actually go to movies almost every Saturday afternoon to see the newest flicks. That makes a perfect date for me. That and hanging out late at night at a new bar or club—after I’ve done my evening’s work.

Now, conversely, I sometimes run into a woman who wants to be too much a part of Willie Brown, Inc., a woman with her own political ambitions who sees me as a vehicle for them. In that case, I’m just as selfish about keeping myself and my business a private preserve as I am in demanding the time to pursue that career. There’s no room in one political career for two ambitious people. Just one. In Willie Brown, Inc., there’s room only for Willie Brown.

I’m often asked: are politicians temperamentally more exposed to extramarital relationships than others? Well, there is something in power that motivates people, women and men, to be more interested in you than they would be otherwise. You can clearly see that in people’s behavior towards you when you have power and when you don’t have it. You can clearly see the difference. Power is indeed an aphrodisiac. But a limited one.

The opportunities for relationships that present themselves because you have power should not be dismissed. You can meet fascinating women that way, and the world would be awfully dull if you did nothing but the brokering of interests and social networking that is the bulk of life for a modern politician. How you avail yourself of these opportunities depends on your skills at dialogue, your social graces, the breadth of your comprehension of the world, and the curiosity you have about the way we live now.

You can’t sustain an acquaintanceship with just the provisions and tenets that power provides. Oh no! If you rely on your power to hold things together in a personal relationship, you will come off as insufferable, as a bore, as an insincere egomaniac. You’ll be no fun; the relationship will be just another tedious set of negotiating games. Your date will have no fun.

My friend and mentor, the late Jesse Unruh, former Speaker of the California Assembly and later state treasurer, was a good-looking man but hardly movie-star handsome. He was often overweight, and he had a face full of character lines. But women loved him. Many enemies thought this was only because Jesse wielded power. But his power was merely a door opener. He was clever, funny, charming, and had a brilliant mind. As a result, when it came to women, he had more potential—which he often exercised—than anybody else in the room.

Power and wit open the doors. If you make a speech to a group and do it successfully, you can spot, before you end the speech, the three or four people in the room who want to talk to you personally. Usually they’re women. Often attractive women. And they always wait around to talk to you, to shake your hand, to get an autograph. You simply take it from there. Power only opens the door. But for the relationship to be intense, there has to be absolute fascination on your part with the other person too.

Why do so many of these relationships decline in intensity? That’s one of the bizarre questions the media likes to ask when they discover that a politician has some interpersonal relationship that isn’t on the résumé. Why, the press wants to know, was it fleeting? The press thinks that we must be always looking for a permanent relationship. Well, that’s rather puritanical.

The reason why these relationships decline is that they were never built on anything having to do with permanency. They’re not permanent relationships—oh, maybe one out of ten might have a shot at permanency—but actually they are fun, quick trips and flights of fantasy for both of you. Frankly, that is the appeal of most interpersonal relationships that politicians stupidly deny: they are flights of fantasy. Totally.

If you want to make a relationship permanent, you can. But don’t do so because society suggests you can have only one relationship at a time. I convey to the women who are in relationships with me, “Because we go out, because we date, because we sleep together, that doesn’t mean there’s supposed to be anything permanent. Do not expect it. Do not demand it.”

That sounds mean, but women understand this reality. Level with them and you’ll have a friend for life. Out of all the women I’ve known, I don’t have any ex-girlfriends. I have friends. I keep them. These shamed politicians talk about how they want to be “putting a relationship behind them.” I think that’s so disrespectful. Relationships change, but I don’t believe in apologizing for them or for not recognizing what they are.









CHAPTER FIVE

The Power of Clothes: Don’t Pull a Dukakis




I’VE SPENT MORE TIME in the closet than any other straight man in San Francisco, but that’s just to choose my wardrobe. I believe that appearance is power, just like money, ideas, and honesty. Politicians should pay diligent attention to assembling an appropriate wardrobe and learning how to wear it. You can tell that most politicians don’t think much about clothes—they’re always in the same sort of uniform. But I think that clothes are so important (and enjoyable) that I buy all mine myself. I make a point of spending some Saturday afternoons down at the shop of my friend Wilkes Bashford checking out and buying clothes. Most politicians don’t have to go to the extremes I do—I have a dozen tuxedos and over a hundred suits. God knows how many pairs of shoes I have. I’m replenishing them constantly and twice a year I clean out my closet and donate the goods to some charity’s thrift shop. It’s invariably the busiest day of their year when my duds go on sale. Some of the local pols ought to go down and get some of my stuff.

My Uncle Itsie was the man who introduced me to the power of men’s fashion. When I arrived in San Francisco in 1951 at age seventeen, he and his wife met my train. I was wearing a pressed cotton short-sleeve shirt and ironed khaki trousers from Sears, Roebuck. It was a Texas kid’s idea of looking good. My uncle took one look at my apparel and was appalled. He decided I desperately needed a makeover. So before we even went home, they took me shopping. That night, in my new duds, we went out to a celebrated black San Francisco nightspot, Jimbo’s Bop City. In my new outfit, I was mistaken for Miles Davis. Man, it must have been dark in that nightclub. But I’ve been hooked on clothes ever since.

A few years later when the young haberdasher (and now my tight friend) Wilkes Bashford opened his men’s clothing store, I was among the first three customers. Wilkes recalls, “We kept an eye on this young man who came in on opening day. We knew he wasn’t a shoplifter because he had too many questions about the merchandise. He was so inquisitive that we concluded he must have been sent in by the competition. But he’s been in almost every Saturday ever since, and he’s brought us some wonderful customers, including Arnold Schwarzenegger, the mayor of Paris, and the vice premier of China. He still knows more about clothes than most of us in the store.” Even hats are necessary. They complete the look—and given the fact that most men no longer don hats, they make you stand out. I’ve had a good teacher when it comes to headgear. My fellow Texan and San Franciscan, Mrs. Ruth Garland Dewson, the milliner to high society, stars, and pro athletes, put me into (or under) fine Borsalinos she called “The Willie Brown Snap-Brim.” It fit my personality, and I suggest you find a hatter who wants to get to know you, so that you may wear what really suits you.

I regard sharp clothing and good appearance as essential to a politician’s success. That a politician be well dressed hasn’t always been acceptable, especially in political circles. The great George Washington Plunkitt, one of the bosses of New York’s Tammany Hall, immortalized in that century-old handbook of practical politics Plunkitt of Tammany Hall, argued against dressing up. He said it made people think you were living on graft. I suppose a few people still think that. They’re wrong. But there are some rules a politician, male or female, must follow to be a success in the TV age. Here are some of the things I know about clothes and the politician.
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