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    Introduction

    NEW YORK 1 NEWS SET UP ITS TELEVISION CAMERAS in my office in New York City’s Municipal Building, and Dominick Carter, one of the city hall reporters, flipped through the notes on his pad as he prepared to interview me. I worried that the vital concerns of the city would be tossed aside once again. Misinformation dominated the political race under way that fall of 1993, trampling the real issues to fragments. As the only woman elected to a citywide position, I stood at a crossroads, my reelection by no means guaranteed. Worse, no thoughtful analysis seemed likely to emerge. I expected little from this interview.

    As always, I yearned to discuss the issues. During the twenty years I had spent in public office challenging Watergate, crimes, discrimination, and police brutality, concern for issues had always fired my enthusiasm. As the camera and microphone were flicked on, Dominick proceeded to conduct his interview. He asked intelligent questions. He didn’t play games or take unfair jabs. I relaxed, relieved. Then Dominick lobbed a puffball question. How did I feel about my two decades of public service? Without warning, my emotions rose; a tear formed in the corner of my eye. This was rather uncharacteristic of me and, of course, became the headline in the next day’s city tabloids.

    At the moment Dominick asked that question, a flurry of images sped through my mind. I had jumped into the gritty world of politics as a young woman, only thirty years old, filled with idealism and confident about my ability to make a difference as an elected official. I encountered some of the worst in politics, including Richard Nixon, Nazi war criminals, crooks, and machine politicians. But I also met heroes and heroines, such as Peter Rodino, Betty Friedan, and Simon Weisenthal.’ I had the opportunity to work for civil rights, push to end the war in Vietnam, fight for the environment, and strategize laws to improve women’s rights,

    I remember reading Portrait of a Lady in college and strongly identifying with the young woman protagonist. Henry James sends Isabel Archer out into the world soaring like an arrow, buoyed by an expansive optimism. At the end of the novel, James brings Isabel down to the reality of an evil, complex earth. The destruction of her optimism is the novel’s theme. Of course, mine is not an imagined life. Without the steady hand of a novelist’s pen, my life has naturally followed its own trajectory and been marked, like all lives, by strengths, frailties, insights, and blind spots. But had my optimism, too, been destroyed?

    If so, I certainly had a lot of company: in the mid-1990s most of the public was sinking in the quicksand of cynicism, despairing about politics, government, and the ability to secure justice. Liberals, crushed in a lurch of sentiment to the right, watched their ideals bulldozed. Politicians with a liberal philosophy became scarce. And twenty years in politics had tested my convictions, too. I had learned the hard way about the obstacles that stand before any social reformer. I had served in three distinctly different elected positions — member of Congress in the years from Watergate to Reagan; district attorney in one of the nation’s largest DA’s offices; comptroller of New York City during a time of fiscal distress and heightened social need. Whatever the position, new and often shocking barriers had appeared. In some instances, however, I was able to surmount them. There were successes; change did take place; and therein lay hope and possibility. In that sense I parted ways with Isabel Archer — I still believed in the ideals that had originally propelled me.

    In trying to secure change, I used many tactics: building coalitions, finding common ground, getting the facts to outsmart the opposition, alerting the public, mobilizing the grass roots. Those that worked may suggest ways of vanquishing present-day obstacles. Where the strategies didn’t work, the failure may have been due to my own personal limitations in not identifying the right approach or following through properly. And in some cases the problems I tried to fight, such as mindless militarism or wholesale political greed, cannot be overcome without prolonged, intensive efforts by many, many people.

    From my earliest years I had learned that some predicaments could be surmounted by focusing on solutions and taking action. My family didn’t dwell on why a problem had entered our lives or the psychology that may have motivated the people who caused it, but on what to do about it, and those positive values followed me into public life. Whenever political discussions strayed into chatter about personalities or the private lives of public officials — myself or others—- I felt we were being distracted from the serious considerations at hand and, as if by instinct, moved back to the issues.

    Can we elicit the strength and determination to overcome the obstacles of these harsh times? The best of liberalism is defined by a generosity of spirit, compassion for others, respect for diversity Liberal struggles are characterized by an irrepressible, some may say irrational, hope — one that refuses to be intimidated or discouraged.

    In the struggle for the woman’s right to vote in the nineteenth century, Susan B. Anthony faced pervasive ridicule and constant defeat. She responded by saying, “Failure is impossible.” Anthony didn’t live to see the changes she fostered, but the changes happened because of her.

    Too much has succeeded for us to give up. In my own lifetime I have seen legal segregation in America shattered, tyranny in the Soviet bloc and Eastern Europe crumble, and apartheid fall. Evil can be vanquished. Nelson Mandela can become president of South Africa. But, of course, other evils often rush to take its place. That is why our work is never finished. As the Talmud says, our responsibility is not to finish the job, but we may not shrink from beginning it.

    I never fully answered Dominick Carter. There was simply too much to say for a short interview (and I did have to dab my eyes). I wouldn’t have given up the opportunity to be in public office for anything. For me, the challenge of trying to get the government to budge provided constant adventure and, when I was successful, genuine satisfaction. Venturing inside the maze of politics and government for two decades taught me volumes about who wields power and the methods that can be used to impel them to do justice. The fact is that for those of us who care about educating children, sheltering the homeless, feeding the hungry, giving opportunity to women, minorities, and other victims of bigotry, saving the environment, reforming our electoral process, and creating jobs, there are still ways to make positive change.

    The forces striving for greater human dignity cannot be stopped. All over the world, people carry on the struggle for human rights. A river can be dammed or diverted, but ultimately it will break through the barriers or go around them. Perhaps my experiences will help open a new channel
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  Getting Involved

  POLITICAL TALK CHARGED THE ATMOSPHERE in our home when I was growing up during the 1940s and 1950s in Brooklyn. My aunts and uncles and grandparents, all Jewish immigrants from Russia, gathered around our kitchen table, bantering and exchanging views about events in Europe, activities in Washington, current issues of the day in New York. They were various shades of liberal; politics was as natural to them as eating and reading. Since the newspapers presented clashing ideological perspectives, each relative had a favorite and waved it as support, I remember watching their opinions skip back and forth between bites of food and family updates.

  My parents, Sidney and Filia, met as teenagers on the Lower East Side of New York City in the middle of the 1920s. My father’s family had emigrated from Pinsk in Russia when he was four years old, and my mother and her family came from Bielaya Tserkov in the Ukraine when she was twelve. My mother’s love of learning drew her to the public library, where my father shelved books in one of his many part-time jobs. He began to introduce the works of literature to her that he admired. Ten years later, after he had finished law school and she was well on her way to a Ph.D. in Russian, they married.

  My brother Robert and I arrived, together, in August 1941. We were twins, and Robbie actually was born first, preceding me by a full thirty minutes, a point that he never let me forget. Despite being twins, Robbie and I were very different. He was gregarious and outgoing; I was so shy as a young girl that I hid under the bed whenever guests came. My mother tried to coax me out, but from my vantage point under the bed, I discovered a wire grating holding up the mattress. I grabbed onto it and resisted her entreaties. Eventually I stopped hiding, probably because I became too big to fit under the bed anymore. In adult life I still felt twangs of shyness and found myself uncomfortable in new social situations, unsure whether I could find the right things to say. Oddly, campaigning didn’t bother me, and sometimes I think I unconsciously entered politics as a way to overcome my shyness.

  Growing up as a twin was like having a shadow. Robbie and I were very close, but we weren’t always talking to each other. We could be very competitive. After my father taught us chess in elementary school, winning was a do-or-die proposition for both of us. I was spurred to victory because if I lost, Robbie teased me for hours, having mastered a range of techniques to get to me.

  Yet there were times when my brother was my closest friend. In grade school we loved to play stickball in the empty lot a block from our Ocean Parkway home. With my thick reddish hair braided into long pigtails, I was good at athletics, a tomboy. Still, when the neighborhood boys set up full-fledged team games at the lot, they sometimes refused to let me play because I was a girl. Then I'd go back home and play handball in our garage. Or I would slip away to read a book, letting my imagination and feelings wander freely through Louisa May Alcott and Charles Dickens, the Brontë sisters and Arthur Conan Doyle’s stories of Sherlock Holmes.

  In 1952, when Robbie and I had just turned eleven, my parents took us on vacation to the oceanside in New Jersey We swam daily in the Atlantic. When we came home, Robbie developed a high temperature and became lethargic. There were endless visits to different doctors and diagnostic tests with long, difficult names. The results were devastating — Robbie had contracted polio and had to be hospitalized. I was terrified by his illness. What would happen to him? Why was he stricken and not me? Medical books and analyses and trips to specialists became our family routine. My mother visited my brother every day in the hospital and reported on his condition. Sometimes she allowed me to accompany her. Slowly he began to improve, and finally, after a grueling six months, he was released. Eventually Robbie’s health improved to the point that he ran track in high school. He later became a doctor.

  Although we lived modestly, my brother and I never lacked for anything. When I announced that I wanted to be an astronomer, my father immediately bought a telescope. At another point I was determined to be an artist. My mother signed me up for lessons at the Museum of Modern Art. Each week I traveled to Manhattan by subway and immersed myself in profound artistic activity with clay and fingerpaints. The fact that I had absolutely no talent did not prevent my mother from continuing to indulge my fantasies.

  Because my mother was fluent in Russian, she was recruited during World War II to work in a classified job in the Office of Censorship. When she completed her Ph.D. in Russian, she began teaching evening classes at Brooklyn College, and later she taught at Hunter College, becoming the head of the department. Her decision to pursue a career was completely natural, never in question. Our house brimmed with academic hubbub. College students were constantly in and out of our living room for serious teas with meaningful discussions, and professor colleagues of my mother’s often joined us for dinner. Everyone greeted my mother with tremendous respect.

  Deeply concerned about social justice, my mother joined picket lines when she could to support workers fighting against labor inequities. She let us know that violence was to be rebuffed and told me how disturbing she found racism in America. And I can remember in grade school coming home from school and sitting with my mother as she watched the McCarthy hearings on television in dismay. From an early age, I fully understood that serious injustices were occurring.

  My father was a lawyer with his own practice, representing individuals with ordinary problems — some civil and some criminal. In his frequent courtroom appearances he carved out a personal niche, with his rich baritone voice and ability to quote at will from Milton, Shakespeare, and the Bible. The demands of his practice kept him in the office late, and he rarely ate dinner with us on weeknights, but on weekends he slipped away with Robbie and me on various adventures, often ending at the merry-go-round at Coney Island.

  In his own way, my father was as unusual as my mother. He always had a kind or complimentary word for everyone he met. Every man was handsome, every woman beautiful. He liked people and enjoyed making them feel good, I fully realized the extent of my father’s popularity when I traveled around New York City after being elected to office. People often came up to me at public events to tell me they could never forget my father, usually describing a specific instance in which he had gone out of his way to be thoughtful

  My father’s parents were extremely poor, and economic adversity had marked his life. His mother had died when he was in his teens, and he worked as a stevedore at the Bush Terminals and hauler at the Fulton Fish Market to support his own father and two sisters. Marked by these hard times, my parents always insisted that both Robbie and I have a profession or skill so that we could provide for ourselves.

  My mother’s parents lived in the upper unit of our two-family home, extending our little family unit. Mornings, when we were little, my brother and I crept upstairs to their apartment because Grandpa arose early to attend synagogue. Before he left he made breakfast for us, boiling eggs and breaking up little bits of toasted bread in them,

  A dignified man with a thick mustache, Grandpa was sometimes serious to the point of severity. He rarely said anything about his past, and only from my mother’s stories did I come to appreciate how complicated a man he was. She told me how Grandpa had owned a successful dry goods store in Bielaya Tserkov, a small town outside Kiev. After World War I, pogroms swept through the town. Jews were subjected to violent assaults by citizens and soldiers of many uniforms — White Russians, various Ukrainian forces. Attackers stopped Jews on the street and stripped, them of any belongings, even eyeglasses. Soldiers burst into the homes of Jews, murdered them, and carted away their property.

  Because their street was considered to be inhabited solely by Christian families, my grandparents’ house was spared from attack, and Grandpa often gave sanctuary to Jews who were fleeing for safety. To me, Grandpa was a hero. On one occasion, my mother recounted, more than fifty strangers, including women and babies, were crammed into the family parlor, seeking refuge from a pogrom. My mother was terrified. Grandpa told the group he would do whatever he could to help them, even if it meant using up all of his own money in an effort to bribe attackers. “But,” he said, “I am not God and I cannot guarantee life for any of us,’ His actions taught me the meaning of courage: that whatever the risk, I had a personal responsibility for others, even strangers.

  Grandpa’s house was skipped by soldiers on that occasion, but later they did come to search for Jews. Once soldiers went through my grandparents’ entire house looking for a Jew who they thought was hiding there. After searching and finding nothing, the soldiers noticed the family dog sniffing at the basement window. Ripping open the basement entry, the searchers discovered the man. Enraged, the soldiers seized him, and my grandfather as well They had stood Grandpa up against a wall, my mother said, and aimed their guns at him when, miraculously, an officer who knew my grandfather happened along and ordered the soldiers to let my grandfather go.

  When the Communists took control, they confiscated Grandpa’s business, but he still continued to make his way in Bielaya Tserkov until a final indignity changed his mind. He became determined to get out of Russia when my mother was forced to leave the gymnasium. To earn one of the prized seats in the school, she had studied for years, passed all the difficult exams, and surmounted a rigorous quota system that strictly limited the number of Jews. When she turned twelve, the Bolsheviks took over and simply told her to go home and not return. According to the new authorities, she was part of the bourgeoisie and had received enough education. My mother was crushed, and my grandfather decided they had no future in Russia.

  My brother and I made my mother repeat the story of their escape from Russia many times. Grandpa had insisted on bringing dozens of others along, orchestrating the escape of fifty people — his whole family, relatives, business partners, children of friends, even infants and blind and frail elderly With Grandpa in the lead, they rode on open horse-drawn wagons through blizzard weather, skirting soldiers and hazards, as they made their way across Russia. En route robbers accosted them, seizing, among other things, my grandfather’s breadbasket. Grandpa had hidden gold coins under the bread, and the thieves, probably without even knowing it at the time, ran off with most of his money. Still Grandpa kept the group moving. Finally they reached the Romanian border, where, evading guards, the group waded across the Dniester River to safety

  By the time Grandpa reached the United States, he had no money whatsoever. Everything was gone, and like so many immigrants, he and my grandmother had to begin again. Grandpa started with a pushcart, built his business up, and opened a store, only to endure and overcome more hardship during the Great Depression. Having lived through the pogroms, the Russian Revolution, and the depression, he had an intimate knowledge of the impact that government could have on people’s lives.

  Implicit in my grandparents’ actions was always a fierce sense of optimism. If as a Jew you- were restricted from education by a quota, you would find a way to study anyway. If the Bolsheviks took away your business, you would start up again. If life wasn’t possible in Russia, it would be possible elsewhere. Adversity was an unavoidable fact of life. You took it in stride. I learned from Grandpa that no matter how hard life knocked you down, you picked yourself up and went on. Even though pain and difficulty might be involved, there was no barrier that couldn’t be overcome.

  Being a Jew was a natural fact of my life. While neither of my parents was religious, they wanted Robbie and me to be exposed to traditional Judaism. Indoctrination fell to my grandparents. On the high holy days Robbie and I dressed up in new holiday clothes and walked with them to the synagogue a few blocks away. The synagogue was orthodox, with the women sitting separately, although there was no curtain or partition between the men and women. Despite the division, sometimes I sat with my grandfather anyway I watched with a sense of awe when he pulled the prayer shawl over his head in what seemed to me a mysterious and private prayer.

  At the synagogue I usually sat with my grandmother, who dressed up elegantly for the Jewish holidays. She was as dignified as my grandfather but not as serious. Her great disappointment in life was that her gender had stopped her from becoming a doctor, and she had wanted my mother to become one. A Zionist, she impressed upon me the importance of the state of Israel Listening to the radio at home on the day that Israel was established, she called me over, “You must never forget this day,’ she told me, I never did.

  Our formal religious education, however, ran into a few difficulties. Robbie and I went to Hebrew school every day after regular school. On the way, a local bully named Paddy regularly waited for us and tried to beat us up. We did learn some Hebrew. Unfortunately, there were some older boys at the school, and from them we learned to smoke at a rather tender age. Upon hearing that, my mother instantly ended the trips to the Hebrew school From that point on a rabbi came to our house to give us lessons.

  Robbie and I took lessons separately I had a theological tangle with the rabbi when he described the world as being five thousand years old. Having just visited the Museum of Natural History, I asked how it was possible that the world was only five thousand years old, if dinosaurs lived millions of years ago? The rabbi had no answer, but would in no way alter his opinion. Neither would I. After another unresolvable disagreement, my mother ended the Hebrew lessons for me altogether.

  My Hebrew was solid enough for recitation on Passover, the holiday I most enjoyed. Before the big night, my grandmother and my great-aunt Susie would make gefilte fish by hand, sometimes letting me grind the raw fish. For the seder, great-aunts and uncles and cousins came to our house by the dozens, laughing and teasing and joking. When the seder started, Grandpa led the prayers with great seriousness. Then the children, including my brother and me, chanted the all-important four questions in Hebrew. One special prank was played on our great-uncle Nathan. Children were supposed to “steal” a special matzo called the afikomen. Since the seder couldn’t end until every person ate a piece of the afikomen, customarily the children were paid some small amount of money to give it back. We conspired to slip a piece of matzo in Uncle Nathan’s pocket, tell him it was the afikomen, and scold him for stealing it instead of letting the kids do it. We did this every year. Every year he would protest that he hadn’t done it. Every year he was overruled. We all laughed giddily at this staged comedy These family célébrations left in me a deep sense of rootedness, the feeling that I belonged.

  I also understood at an early age that Jews were not always welcome. When I was a child our family spent the summer at a small cottage on the South Fork of Long Island. Along the road, I often saw signs: “Restricted. No Jews Allowed,’ Our neighbors on the South Fork made no effort to conceal their anti-Semitic feelings, but we tried to rise above it. One summer an emergency shattered any further illusions. My brother smashed his thumb badly in a boating accident, and my mother ran to the neighbors’ house, pleading with them to let us use their phone (we had none because installations were restricted during the war) to call a doctor. The neighbors refused. Frantic, my mother sent me racing down the road to call for help. While my brother got the medical aid he needed, we could no longer ignore the intensity of the hatred at our doorstep. My parents sold the property shortly thereafter. I learned the harsh realities of anti-Semitism, and by extension the need to oppose bigotry of every kind.

  Religion also brought about the only lapse in my parents’ dedication to the equality of upbringing for Robbie and me. My parents demanded the same standards from each of us, but society did not always have the identical models for girls and boys. As a result, my brother was given a bar mitzvah; as for me, I never had my bas mitzvah. In those days the ceremonies were rarely conducted for Jewish girls, and I remember feeling left out as I watched the bar mitzvah activities swirling around my twin.

  In our education, Robbie and I were both encouraged to excel. We attended all of the same classes, and whenever something happened to one of us, it affected us both. In the first grade a teacher in the local public school slapped me. My mother abhorred physical violence and instantly removed both Robbie and me from the school. We were promptly enrolled in another school.

  Grandpa drilled both Robbie and me each day in our arithmetic tables. We had to know them perfectly. Books were everywhere around us. My parents kept a large library, and my father, who loved to read about ancient Greece, always brought us books with beautiful engraved pictures and leather bindings. I read voraciously, and to this day I still discuss the books I am reading with my parents.

  After the third grade, my parents decided to send my brother and me to the Ethical Culture School in Brooklyn. A progressive private school, Ethical Culture was unique — a system of study in which we learned tremendous amounts without realizing it. We listened to weekly lectures on ethics from the school’s founder. Respect for our classmates was a paramount value. If we raised our hand once, we couldn’t raise it again. We had to give someone else a chance to say something. We were taught that listening and valuing the contributions of others ranked as high as showing you knew the answer.

  Robbie and I advanced quickly enough in our studies to skip fifth grade, and in sixth grade at Ethical Culture I met Becca Folk-man. Like me, Becca had long braids and played a mean game of softball. She was also one of the smartest people I had met, and an excellent actress, snaring the part of Rosalind in As You Like It while I was relegated to the lesser role of Phoebe. Becca became a lifelong friend, and we remained close even though we entered different high schools and colleges. Later she and I became roommates, sharing a large rent-controlled apartment on Manhattan’s Upper West Side until she left for Paris and marriage, and I went off to Brooklyn and politics.

  When high school began, my brother and I enrolled at Abraham Lincoln, a public school in Brooklyn. For the first time we were separated in our classes. This came as something of a relief for us both. I filled my life with friends and a host of extracurricular activities, ranging from the school choir to the newspaper to the new great books club. Robbie and I joined forces again in our junior year to mount a political campaign for president and vice president of the school. Robbie was the presidential candidate and I ran for vice president. I especially enjoyed organizing the effort. We came up with the slogan “Win with the Twins,” and it actually worked: we were both elected. We immediately went about bridging a racial divide among the students. The black students comprised a tiny minority and often sat separately in the cafeteria, unfortunately isolated from the rest of the students. Robbie and I planned a giant victory party at our house and made sure that all the black kids were invited and welcomed. Hundreds of kids, black and white, made their way to our backyard, and the party was joyful and carefree.

  Throughout my formative years, I followed the guiding philosophy of my grandparents and parents: life always presented problems, but the key was not to let the problems drown you. You had to look for solutions and keep moving forward. There was, however, one of Grandpa’s admonitions I never understood. When my brother and I were about ten, Grandpa sat us down and told us, “Don’t trust anyone,’ he said. My life was full of many loving people — parents, aunts, uncles, friends, Grandpa — whom I trusted implicitly Grandpa’s words made no sense to me. To this day, I wonder what he meant.

  Robbie and I were barely seventeen when we headed off to college in 1958 — he to Harvard and I to Radcliffe. I found college intimidating at first and felt inadequate, but after a while I recovered my self-confidence and thrived in its environment, making many lasting friendships. Linda Davidoff, a classmate whom I met in a politics and literature course, had me join her in handing out flyers in Boston for a professor who was running for the U.S. Senate as a peace candidate. When, much later, I decided to run for the Senate, Linda became my campaign manager.

  Politics on campus were largely nonexistent at the time. The big issue at the Radcliffe-Harvard commencement was whether the diploma would still be in Latin, and protesters wore togas to mark their dismay when it was not.

  I did develop a passion for one issue in my senior year at Radcliffe that, in retrospect, probably told more about the shape of my career than I understood at the time. The senior women in the dormitory had a 1:00 A.M. curfew. Each of us had a key to the dormitory, and when we came in, we signed in under an honor system. Many women commonly stayed out after the curfew but put down a sign-in time before 1:00 A.M. Though a lie, it was regularly overlooked. I thought the curfew for seniors was silly and began a campaign to abolish it. Why should we have to lie? My parents had taught me that you were never to lie, that your word was your bond, and that if you made a pledge, you kept it. To my astonishment, there was opposition to my proposal Some classmates wished to keep the curfew, even if it meant falsifying the sign-in sheet. They believed that the curfew, though ignored, protected the image of Radcliffe women. To them, their image was the critical consideration. Try as I might, I couldn’t begin to understand their point of view. Much later I learned that in so many cases appearances are everything. At any rate, my effort to abolish the curfew finally succeeded, and seniors were relieved of the burden of double lives.

  This campaign also brought my first bad press experience. A student reporter, Mike Churchill, interviewed me for the Harvard Crimson, but the article he wrote completely missed the point. I let Mike know my reaction. After some tense discussion, Mike and I became friends. Years later, I actually tapped him to manage the final campaign effort in my first race for the House of Representatives.

  After getting my degree in American history and literature, I was determined to go to Europe for a year. My parents wouldn’t assent to my simply taking off and traveling. While still hoping to convince them, I dashed off a single law school application, to Harvard. To me, law school was a distant and far inferior second choice. When law school accepted me, the decision about what I would do after college was made.

  Harvard Law School was hardly a bastion of liberalism in the early 1960s. Nearly the entire year-long course in constitutional law was spent on the interstate commerce clause. We raced through the Bill of Rights in about a week, although the professor had enough time to let us know that he thought Baker v. Can, which created the concept of one person, one vote, was wildly wrong.

  Our class of 500 students had only one African-American student, and 20 or so women. Unknown to us, quotas were in place for both. A property professor, Barton Leach, went out of his way to humiliate the women, announcing at the outset of the term that women in his class of 120 would be treated differently. He used the Socratic method to call on students in the class — except the five women. For women, he held ‘‘Ladies’ Day.” The women law students had to stand at the podium and respond to a barrage of questions, many condescending, from the professor. None of us protested this double standard, although I despised the class and never studied for it.

  Only by accident did my involvement in politics — with a small p — take off at Harvard. In the spring of 1963 I saw a notice about a lecture on civil rights. I normally didn’t attend extracurricular events at the law school, since most of them seemed to me to be pointless. But this talk was being given by William Higgs, a white civil rights attorney from Mississippi who was actually involved in bringing about social change. Only a handful of students showed up. We were at once riveted by Higgs’s vivid depiction of how he had helped James Meredith desegregate the University of Mississippi. His descriptions told us, for the first time, how law could be used as a tool for social justice. As he concluded, the amiable Higgs invited us to come to the South to help civil rights lawyers work on their cases. I signed up then and there.

  After exams that year, four male classmates and I set out by car for the South with the promise of $40 a month. We pulled the car up at the office of the Student Non-violent Coordinating Committee — SNCC — in Atlanta, where we were to get our assignments. When we announced ourselves, the SNCC workers stared blankly They had never heard of us. They suggested that we might drive to Montgomery, Alabama. The U.S. Court of Appeals for the Fifth Circuit was hearing cases, and all of the civil rights lawyers in the South would be there. We got back into the car and headed out again. On the way to Montgomery our car, conspicuous with its northern license plates, was pulled over by a trooper. He was not friendly; he simply wanted to harass us. Pegged as outsiders, we were learning quickly that law enforcement did not necessarily welcome civil rights workers.

  Civil rights workers were harassed, assaulted, killed. In June a segregationist assassinated black civil rights leader Medgar Evers in Mississippi. And more horrors were to come. A Birmingham church bombing killed four African-American girls in September 1963, and the next summer the Ku Klux Klan murdered three student civil rights workers — James Chaney, Andrew Goodman, and Michael Schwerner — drawing nationwide attention.

  At the federal courthouse in Montgomery, I met C. B. King from Albany, Georgia. The Albany movement was one of the most vibrant segments of the civil rights campaign in the South. C. B., as he was called, was in his mid-thirties. A medium-sized man, he wore black-framed glasses and had a deep baritone voice. He was a man who never diminished the English language by saying something in ten words when twenty could do, and he loved to roll his tongue around big words and toss them out with oratorical flourishes. He would say things like “night is when the mellifluous odor of honeysuckle wafts on the evening zephyr,’ The only black civil rights lawyer in the southwestern part of the state, C. B. King was much more than an attorney who helped get SNCC workers out of jail. He played an integral part in the movement, joining peaceful demonstrators on the streets and sidewalks as they marched or kneeled to protest segregation. I asked C. B. if I could work for him, and he politely agreed.

  One of my friends who had found a position in Savannah drove through Albany and dropped me off at King’s law office in a part of town called “Harlem,’ The second-floor office was nestled above a café, or more accurately a juke joint. The office consisted of a few rooms with a reception area, where the secretary, Ann Butler, was constantly busy Law books took up most of the wall space, and thankfully so since C. B. had been denied access to the law library used by white lawyers. Between the books crawled roaches so big that the word was pronounced with two syllables — roach. The jukebox in the café downstairs could blast out a rocking rhythm that set the floorboards pulsating.

  When I arrived, C. B. had already been joined for the summer by Dennis Roberts, a white law student from Boalt Law School in Berkeley, California. They greeted me warmly. And then for the next two hours they proceeded to relate every story of violence and brutality to civil rights workers that had taken place in Albany, in the surrounding area, and in the whole South. The words “bloody,” “beatings,” “arrest,” and “jail” hammered at me. They seemed to leave out not a single one of the gruesome details.

  I was scared. All I wanted to do was to leave town and get back to New York as fast as I could. When they saw that the stories had taken effect, C. B. took me to die home of an elderly black woman with whom I was to stay the night. She lived in an old, tiny house in the black section of town. My host could see my agitation and asked what was wrong, I responded unconvincingly, saying I was fine. The woman gave me a cup of tea and sat me in a rocking chair. We talked about law school, my parents, her family — everything except what was on my mind.

  Slowly I grew calmer and began to look around. The house had wooden floors, turned gray with years of mopping and sweeping; they were spotless. A sense of dignity and pride shone in the cleanliness. I wondered about the woman sitting in front of me, trying to help me. My mind walked through the daily indignities she encountered simply because of the color of her skin. There were no sidewalks in her part of town, as there were in the white section. White people would never address her as “Mrs,’ but called her by her first name, as if she had no complete identity Whites forced blacks to use segregated public facilities, movies, restaurants, and hotels, and inferior schools. Blacks even had to stand aside at grocery stores so that the white people could pass through the lines first. In a dozen other ways I couldn’t even imagine, she was treated as a second-class citizen here in her hometown. But the well-scrubbed floors told the story of a person whose spirit had not been broken by a society that demeaned her. Extraordinary courage had to be summoned to keep a sense of personal dignity in an atmosphere of violence and humiliation.

  Leaving tomorrow would be easy, I thought. Get on a plane. In a few hours, LaGuardia and home. I could leave behind the things C. B. and Dennis described — heads bashed, vicious sheriffs, ugly insults. I would be safe. I stole another look at the woman’s face, worn and kindly She can’t leave, I said to myself. For me to run away would be cowardly, abandoning people in need, abandoning values I had been taught to cherish. How would things change if people like me fled when danger presented itself? She was the real face of civil rights. If she could survive the brutality of a lifetime, I could survive the brutality of a summer. I wasn’t going to let myself be intimidated.

  Had I spent the night in a hotel, I probably would have picked up and left Georgia the next day. When I appeared in the morning at C. B. King’s office, pen and legal pad in hand, he registered surprise. And then he put me to work. Now that I had weathered his test, we were going to be good friends.

  My job was to help C. B. in his legal work, and he had plenty of it. Blacks were peacefully protesting against the totally segregated society, and protests inevitably resulted in arrests and criminal charges. C. B. King defended the protesters. They came to him from miles away. One set of clients, demonstrators from a nearby town, had been arrested trying to desegregate a library

  Everywhere, the whole apparatus of police chiefs, police officers, sheriffs, state troopers, and judges enforced segregation and ensured that no blacks got out of line. Most local whites believed that local blacks would feel perfectly content with the segregated status quo, if it were not for "outside agitators." That meant people like me, and we were not safe in the white community.

  At first the SNCC workers viewed me a little suspiciously I dressed much more conservatively — linen skirt and matching top. Most of the young men wore overalls. And I probably held more conservative political views than many of them, too. Some of them even thought I was a secret FBI informer. Winning their confidence took time.

  The Albany movement was especially known for its singing. Whether at church meetings or SNCC gatherings, the freedom songs were on everyone’s lips, sung with great gusto and verve. Singing was a way of joining hands, stiffening resolve, stoking courage. I loved the singing, the words: it all still rings in my ears.

  Since I was staying for the summer, C. B. arranged for me to be housed in more comfortable quarters with the Nobles, a very warm, middle-class black family. The Nobles were teachers with an attractive home and an extra room, which they turned over to me. They offered me meals, comfort, advice, made me feel secure and cared for. And soon I was accepted similarly in the black community everywhere in Albany

  The evening after I settled with the Nobles, I called my mother to let her know where I was. I had already learned a lot. I whispered into the phone that the lines were tapped. I also mentioned that I was being followed by the police. Don’t worry, I told her with great assurance. My mother was immediately worried. She thought I had gone crazy, she told me later. This was America, she thought, not Russia. The police didn’t follow ordinary people around and listen in on their telephone conversations. Her mind was not at ease until Joni Rabinowitz, another activist from New York, made a trip back North a short while later. Joni kindly called my mother to report that I was fine and had not lost my mind. While my mother was reassured that I was okay, she realized that the system wasn’t, and of course that created a different cause for concern.

  Right after July 4, the Albany police shut down the black swimming pool. In this unbearably hot weather black kids had nowhere to swim. The city had another pool, but for whites only Some blacks decided to buy tickets to the white pool and integrate it. I stationed myself outside the pool area to observe how the city would respond.

  A big wire fence circled the “white” pool. Close to twenty police officers stood by. There were many white kids swimming in the pool, having a great time. Outside the fence stood the black kids, their fingers holding onto the wire, looking longingly at the white kids splashing about. What were they feeling? I kept wondering. Was it anger? Hurt? How would the rejection affect them?

  And what about the white adults who had gathered to help police keep blacks out of the pool? What kind of sheer meanness would make them send armed cops to keep kids out of the only swimming pool in town on such a hot day? (A decade later I thought of this scene as I watched first graders in my congressional district being bused to schools in Canarsie, where white parents were waiting to greet them with hisses, catcalls, and spitting. Racial hatred has no geographical boundaries, I learned.)

  The first black people to try to buy tickets were arrested and dragged away by the officers. I stood near the black people supporting the civil rights action. Whites across the way started shout-ing, calling for police violence. A police officer pushed his way up to me and asked me for some identification. When I didn’t respond at once, the officer declared that I looked suspicious. In fact, the officer said, now leaning forward as if threatening me, I might even be an escaped convict. He let me know this was a power struggle, and I was going to lose. I knew he would arrest me if I didn’t give in, so I took out my Harvard student card, which the officer snatched up, looked at intently, and then handed back and walked away.

  The pool remained segregated that summer, and I could never get out of my mind the picture of the little black kids slumping against the fence, the slant of their backs showing their resignation.

  A lot of C. B.'s work was concentrated in Baker County, which had a spectacular record of antiblack violence. In 1943 a white sheriff named Claude Screws, angry at a black army veteran, had arrested him late at night for the supposed theft of a tire. The sheriff and two other law enforcement officers handcuffed the man and drove him to the courthouse square. The officers let the man, still handcuffed, out of the car and knocked him to the ground, beat him for thirty minutes with their fists and a two-pound blackjack, and then dragged him, unconscious, through the courthouse yard into the jail, where they left him to die on the floor. Charged with federal civil rights violations, the sheriff was exonerated in a shameful case decided by the U.S. Supreme Court, Screws v. United States.

  It wasn’t long before an incident in Baker County demanded C. B/s attention. He represented a man facing the death penalty on a charge of attempted murder. The case was serious enough that Donald Hollowell, an older, more experienced black attorney from Atlanta, came down to help out.

  The case involved a white sheriff in Baker County, L. Warren Johnson. Sheriff Johnson was an enormous, hulking man — well over six feet tall and close to 300 pounds — and he had been an assistant to Sheriff Screws. Charlie Ware, whom C. B. represented, was black, short and thin, probably not weighing over 125 pounds. Sheriff Johnson showed up at Charlie Ware’s home one night. The reason was not entirely clear, but it seems that the sheriff had a personal interest in Ware’s wife. The sheriff called Ware out to the porch, handcuffed him, and put him in his official car. The sheriff then spoke into the radio mike in his car and said Ware was coming at him with a knife. He shot Ware in the neck — not once but over and over and over again. Amazingly, unlike the man in the Screws incident, Ware survived. Surviving meant that Charlie Ware got charged with attempted murder of the sheriff, C. B. and Hollowell were defending him.

  Merely going to Baker County on Ware’s behalf presented dangers, especially for black lawyers. The U.S. Justice Department and FBI refused to provide any protection, despite the requests of C B. and Hollowell. Faced with this rebuff, the two lawyers devised another plan. They asked me to accompany them on the drive to Baker County, even though it was also dangerous for black men to be seen with a white woman. They thought that if I looked like a U.S. Justice Department lawyer, they might have a possible cloak of protection. I was to ride in the backseat of their car until we got to the outskirts of the town where the trial was to take place. From there, I would walk into the courthouse, carrying a briefcase and dressed in my most “lawyerlike” clothes, stay all day, walk back out to the edge of town, and then ride back with them.

  C. B. and Hollowell were convinced that we would be ambushed en route. The drive from Albany to Baker County was hauntingly beautiful — and terrifying. The road passed through lush green fields where cows grazed. Magnificent trees spread from either side of the road. Every time the sun glinted on the leaves of the trees, I heard a sharp intake of breath from the two lawyers in the front seat. They thought the sun was catching the barrel of a rifle. I could hardly breathe at all.

  The Baker County courthouse was in Newton, a tiny town. The only thing remarkable about it was the massive and imposing courthouse. I walked into the courthouse, trying to look very much like a Justice Department lawyer, even though I had never seen one. The interior of the courthouse seemed like the set for To Kill a Mockingbird. The main chamber where the trial took place had a high ceiling with a fan spinning slowly and a small balcony for black observers, who had to sit separately. The judge sat on a raised platform with a spittoon on the floor to his right — he would read the newspaper, spit into the spittoon, and swivel in his chair from side to side. Looking through the open windows, curious farmers in straw hats stood outside, chewing on long stalks of grass. There were a lot of spectators: I don’t think they had ever seen black lawyers try a case.

  After about a week, the all-white jury convicted Ware. This was not a surprise, given the location and circumstances. The conviction was overturned later because of the exclusion of blacks from the jury, in violation of the constitutional right to a fair trial. The plan by C. B. and Hollowell to assert Ware’s right to legal representation — and to survive it — had at least succeeded. We had expected the worst, considering that most days we were driving at speeds of at least a hundred miles an hour to and from Baker County. We left unharmed.

  Nothing, however, prepared me for Americus, Georgia. SNCC had scheduled a demonstration for voting rights in this small town not far from Albany. On August 8, black and white protesters, led by SNCC activists, including Zev Aelony, began a peaceful march. Like all civil rights workers, they adhered to policies of nonviolence. Three SNCC field workers were beaten horribly and then arrested. Zev, the field workers, and several others were charged with an offense that carried the death penalty — inciting insurrection against the state of Georgia.

  The next evening, a large group marched to protest these arrests. Most of the protesters were young — between thirteen and twenty years old. They were met by the city police, state police, the sheriff, and deputized white citizens, all armed heavily with guns, clubs, and cattle prods. The whites savagely attacked the civil rights demonstrators in a violent, bloody episode. Protesters were clubbed, smashed, burned with the prods. One youth’s leg was broken; another required two dozen stitches in his head. Several, including a man of sixty-seven, had their heads split open.

  C. B. was called upon to defend the civil rights workers. It was an especially worrisome case because of the capital charges involved. Could these young people face execution? More troubling, we learned that the protesters had been charged under a law declared unconstitutional over twenty-five years earlier. This bothered no one in Americus. The trials were sure to proceed and to result in guilty convictions, no matter how good a job C. B. did. At the same time, the police and the deputized civilians eluded charges of brutality. We could not ignore the gravity of the situation.

  Volunteer lawyers, such as Mike Finkelstein, came down from the North to help us out. We appealed to the federal government to take action. The federal government did nothing. “There is no evidence of police brutality in Americus,’ declared one Justice Department spokesman.

  By this time SNCC had accepted me as one of its own. SNCC knew the civil rights atrocities in Americus needed public attention, and the leadership decided that I should go to Washington along with some other SNCC workers to hold a press conference. Our mission was to expose” the bloodbath in Americus and the failure of the Justice Department to respond to the violent illegal behavior of law enforcement. Julian Bond, who handled press relations for SNCC, decided that we should show the bloody shirts from the Americus demonstrators. En route to Washington, I stopped in Atlanta and met with Julian. He gave me responsibility for the shirts.

  I had packed the shirts carefully in my suitcase. They were light summer shirts, stiff and heavy with blood. In Washington, on a bright and sunny day, I lifted them out of the bag in front of the Justice Department. Criticizing the Kennedy Justice Department for not protecting the marchers in Americus, we demanded that it act without delay

  Big, imposing government buildings surrounded us. I knew the government had committed serious injustices in the past, but I kept looking at the buildings. Why didn’t anyone inside them care? Why weren’t they enforcing the law? At its essence, the civil rights movement thrived on the sheer faith that America would take notice and act. We were caught up in a crazy optimism, believing that if we held up the evidence and told the world the truth, someone would have to respond.

  That summer Washington didn’t listen. No one charged the police or others who assaulted the protesters with wrongdoing, while the capital charges lodged against the SNCC workers were pressed by the state of Georgia. Civil rights lawyers countered the charges against the SNCC workers with a case in federal court, heard by a special three-judge panel that included court of appeals chief judge Elbert Tuttle. Turtle, a Republican, knew the law was unconstitutional; in fact, he had been the lawyer who originally challenged its legality In contrast to the Justice Department, whose failure to act betrayed a profoundly cynical attitude toward civil rights workers, the federal court ordered the state of Georgia to stop the prosecution.

  On my return South, I attended a hearing in Atlanta before Chief Judge Tuttle. So many civil rights cases had to be appealed because federal district judges in the South (with the sole exception of Judge Frank Johnson in Alabama) consistently upheld segregation. The Fifth Circuit sidestepped the federal district judges and enforced the U.S. Supreme Court’s mandate to end segregation. Significantly, many Fifth Circuit judges, including Judge Tuttle, were Republicans, appointed by President Dwight D. Eisenhower. They were people of character and courage. From the back of an ornate, wood-paneled courtroom, I watched Constance Baker Motley, one of the chief lawyers for the NAACP Legal Defense Fund in New York, present a case to the court. Judge Tuttle listened closely to the argument of Mrs. Motley, an African-American woman who is today a federal judge. He treated Mrs. Motley with deep respect. At last I felt a renewed sense of hope. Some people in positions of power understood what justice meant.
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