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ADVANCE PRAISE

“The Luckiest Guy in the World provides a master class for what authentic public service should look like. Bob Abrams, and his vision of public service, is a tonic for our nation and a reminder of the importance of authentic leadership. His central legacy in a lifelong career in public service is the invention of the role of the modern State Attorney General. Under Abrams’s leadership, the New York AG’s Office became a force for change and a model for the nation. Abrams’s leadership at the National Association of Attorneys General, and the power of his vision and character, spearheaded the impact of ‘multi-state’ actions. Leaders like Bob Abrams don’t come along often.”

~Phil Weiser, Attorney General of Colorado; former Dean of the University of Colorado Law School

“Robert Abrams’s absorbing memoir is a fascinating journey through the public life of a remarkable elected official. Abrams created an enduring public law office that has fought tirelessly for the rule of law for all Americans who now live better lives because of its unending pursuit of justice. The voice of Robert Abrams contained in this book should be read and understood by public leaders everywhere.”

~James Tierney, Director of Attorney General Clinic at Harvard Law School

“In his memoir, Bob Abrams beautifully describes his immigrant roots, his working class neighborhood, and we become totally engaged in the arc that leads him into public life. For those interested in the workings of government, it provides a front row seat to experience some of the most important political events in New York. This is a good read not just because it chronicles the fascinating life of one of New York’s most accomplished public servants, but because it is the story of someone who never stopped trying to use government to make life better for ordinary people.”

~Cesar Perales, former Secretary of State of New York

“Here is a story of American politics at its best, democracy in action, told through the real-life experience of Robert Abrams. In one compact, delightful read Abrams takes us from the city streets of the Bronx to the chambers of state government in Albany, to the great halls of Moscow and the storied city of Jerusalem. Here is how one talented, dedicated individual immersed his life in American politics and the legal profession to positively impact all of our lives. READ THIS BOOK!”

~Hubert H. Humphrey III, former Attorney General of Minnesota

“At a time when people yearn for integrity, compassion, and good judgment in public office, longtime New York Attorney General Bob Abrams’s story will inspire. His handling of controversies has made Bob Abrams a model of courage for public officials across the country. If Bob Abrams feels he’s the ‘luckiest guy the world,’ I say, the world is truly lucky to have him in it! This book will have a treasured place in my library.”

~Janet T. Mills, Governor of Maine

“Anyone affiliated with government or politics is fortunate that Bob Abrams has written The Luckiest Guy in the World. It is a blueprint on entering, surviving, and thriving in public service with class and dignity. It is authentic without arrogance, truthful, and revealing. Abrams’s passion, compassion, and conviction emerge while portraying public service as an honorable profession.”

~Keith Wright, former member of the New York State Assembly (Harlem)

“This book is a terrific read. Bob Abrams exemplified the best of his generation . . . Bob stood with the AIDS community and fought tirelessly against discrimination while taking an instructive role in overturning the state’s and nation’s sodomy laws . . . He was part of a group of elected officials who put their commitment to civil rights up front, risking the hateful backlash from our opponents . . . His unequivocal early support of gay rights will always be an important and indelible part of the LGBTQ movement’s history . . . His book serves as a lesson and reminder of how progressives help shape the world for the better.”

~Allen Roskoff, Co-Author and Chief Lobbyist of the nation’s first Gay Rights Bill

“Your memoir is full of so much history. You’ve been a loyal, dedicated, hard-working public servant who served the people of the Bronx so well for many years. I am grateful and honored to have shared your journey and walked the walk with you. Your hard work, commitment, and fight for Justice made a difference and brought about change and renewal! Bravo! Excellent and inspiring—a must-read.”

~Father Louis Gigante, St. Athanasius Church, South Bronx


“The Luckiest Guy in the World is an inspirational glimpse of a man who is dedicated to doing the right thing for causes and principles that he deeply cares about. I found each chapter fascinating. Among Bob Abrams’s important contributions to the public good, he displayed extraordinary leadership in bringing the Jewish and the Latter-day Saints communities closer together, respecting each other’s common humanity. A reflection of his upbringing and life of service, he has a gift for uniting people. He stands with courage and determination whether it is in the world of politics, justice for humanity, faith, or family.”

~John R. Taylor, Director of Interfaith Relations, Retired, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints

“This remarkable book is the story of how a man can co-mingle the joys and responsibilities of marriage and family life with the excitement and challenges of politics. It is also the story of how a political leader can hew unswervingly to an ethical standard yet also make a difference in the world, be a cosmopolitan man yet also affirm his particularist faith community. There are many practical lessons here: great organizational guidelines for administering a public office, how to help the downtrodden without abandoning the entire collective, and how to take the values of beloved parents and carry them through life. Add to all of this Abrams’s masterful storytelling abilities and sense of humor, including the ability to laugh at himself— and you have a great read.”

~Blu Greenberg, author of On Women and Judaism: A View from Tradition

“Bob Abrams has pursued a more just world. Proudly a public servant, he was unafraid to challenge the status quo while keeping the interests of everyday New Yorkers always front and center. He pioneered the way for State Attorneys General to hold corporations and government agencies accountable, a legacy from which we continue to benefit. Abrams’s talent for storytelling and his zest for the work shine through every page. If you read the first few pages, you will be propelled to the end.”

~Mary McCormick, President, Fund for the City of New York

“You don’t have to be a New Yorker to appreciate Bob Abrams’s career, which repeatedly demonstrated leadership, grit, perseverance, integrity, and capacity to stand up and do the right thing. As the former executive director of the National Association of Attorneys General with more than twenty-five years of work with Attorneys General, I got to know them all up close. Bob is a standout. Through his creative initiatives, he strengthened the role of Attorney General and provided the blueprint for the modern public lawyer office. Bob’s story is a refreshing profile in courage, demonstrating commitment to principle . . . an especially worthwhile read in today’s hyper-politicized times.”

~Lynne Ross, former Executive Director, National Association of Attorneys General

“The Luckiest Guy in the World, beautifully written by one of the most powerful and visionary state attorneys general of our time, is a fascinating primer about the true stories and intrigue behind the scenes of many of our country’s major political and legal battles over several decades. Former New York Attorney General Robert Abrams has given us both a rare glimpse into the world of politics, the legal profession, and public service, as well as his personal example of good citizenship.”

~Bonnie Campbell, former Attorney General of Iowa

“This book is compulsively readable. Bob Abrams might well be the greatest raconteur I know. Abrams’s writing draws the reader in . . . the reader feels like a fly on the wall. All along the way, Abrams gives us deep insight into how government works.”

~Joseph Telushkin, New York Times bestselling author

“I’ve admired Bob Abrams for many years. Reading his spirited and inspiring memoir has increased that admiration. He’s one of New York’s great warriors.”

~David Paterson, former Governor of New York

“This book should be required reading. It’s the model of how to be a good politician, a good citizen, and a good human being. It’s an enthralling personal and political memoir. It is a story of courage and political adventures by a man who believes all people are created equal, and is willing to stand up for minorities in their struggle for justice. Abrams’s DNA wouldn’t let him settle for anything less than fighting for truth, freedom and justice regardless of the personal or political consequences he might suffer . . . The Luckiest Guy in the World is a fascinating must-read memoir, one that will stand the test of time.”

~Don Siegelman, former Governor of Alabama


“The Luckiest Guy in the World is a classic tale of a Bronx boy who did good! Abrams’s life of public service is a reminder to us all that it does matter who holds public office. In today’s political Zeitgeist, where progressives search for champions on issues such as human rights, LGBTQ rights, women’s rights, immigration reform, combating corporate greed, and supporting Black and Latino candidates, Abrams’s story makes it clear that he was a man ahead of his time. I strongly recommend that you treat yourself and give it a read.”

~Ruben Diaz Jr., Bronx Borough President

“Bob Abrams’s journey in politics was not only New York’s journey, but America’s. New York’s resources were our country’s resources. Bob also shared his wisdom and led by example. A good read, and the photos are priceless.”

~Frankie Sue Del Papa, former Attorney General of Nevada

“Bob Abrams was blazing a trail on acid rain issues, on toxic exposure issues, on cleaning up Love Canal, cleaning up rivers, protecting the Adirondack Park . . . He was about twenty years ahead of his time.”

~Judith Enck, former Regional Administrator of Region 2 of the US Environmental Protection Agency; Visiting Professor and Senior Fellow at Bennington College

“Thanks to Bob Abrams for wanting to let his grandchildren know about his career. He has written a book that reminds us all that politics can be a noble profession, that it is possible to use an incisive knowledge of the law and a commitment to equity to make a difference for the general public. Abrams emerges—in the book and in real life—as an elected official who worked on our behalf, took risks, stood up for what he believed, challenged power, and was able to retire with distinction to continue working for the public good.”

~Ruth Messinger, Global Ambassador, American Jewish World Service

“As a staunch supporter and defender of a woman’s right to choose and the rights of the LGBTQ community, with this engaging and well-written memoir, Bob Abrams secures his place in American politics as a progressive pioneer.”

~Deborah J. Glick, member of the New York State Assembly (first openly LGBT member of New York State Legislature)


“I met Bob Abrams shortly after becoming the District of Columbia’s first elected Attorney General. I was looking for guidance, and found a mentor. Bob provided me with the blueprint for success: ‘Treat everyone with kindness, decency, and respect. Use the law to make your jurisdiction and our country more fair and just for all regardless of class, race, gender or religion.’ There is much for tomorrow’s leaders to learn from this book, including how immense humility, love of family, and love of God can be the driving forces of a successful life and career in public service.”

~Karl Racine, Attorney General of the District of Columbia

“Bob Abrams uses his memoir as a joyful bully pulpit . . . He celebrates pride in public service with a plea for its restoration, so the Nation might soon again feel young, hopeful, and idealistic anew.”

~Joseph W. Bellacosa, Judge of the New York State Court of Appeals (retired); Dean and Professor, St. Johns University School of Law (retired)

“Bob Abrams has chosen exactly the right time to publish his memoir. Abrams’s passion for civic life and his commitment to democratic values reminds us all what it means to serve in the public interest. There are challenges and disappointments in Abrams political journey, but there are also great policy successes, extraordinary experiences, and real joy. This is a book that should be taught in every Intro American government course. Abrams tells an inspirational story that is just what we need to be reading now.”

~Ester Fuchs, Professor of Public Affairs and Political Science, and Director, Urban and Social Policy Program, Columbia University School of International and Public Affairs

“A vibrantly written book, which not only sheds new light on Bob Abrams’s most important precedent-setting cases, but also beautifully and movingly captures the energy and creativity generated by one man’s democratic spirit engaging fully with the democratic tenets of this country. The voice in this book is immediate and human, infused with a belief in the law and its capacity for bettering peoples’ lives.”

~Elana Greenfield, Whiting Award-winning playwright; author, At the Damascus Gate: Short Hallucinations


“Buy this book! Give it to your kids who don’t want to get into government and politics . . . Abrams fought through the cruelty of machine politics and beat the bosses. His only special interest was the elderly, the disabled, and everybody who needed help. He built the best public legal office in the country. He had one more fight that he wasn’t supposed to win—a very bad cancerous tumor which weighed twenty-five pounds. He told his daughter on the way into surgery, ‘I’ll dance at your wedding,’ and he did.”

~Neil Hartigan, former Lieutenant Governor and Attorney General of Illinois

“Bob Abrams’s stories of his journey in politics make for wonderful reading. Anyone will be able to enjoy these stories, but lawyers especially will not be able to put this book down.”

~Michael Turpen, former Attorney General of Oklahoma

“This exceptional memoir reminds us that a true leader must embody intelligence, integrity, and independence. In a world desperately seeking role models, New Yorkers and those around the country were the luckiest people to have, in Attorney General Robert Abrams, someone who demonstrated these special qualities.”

~Joseph Potasnik, Executive Vice President, New York Board of Rabbis

“During my tenure as a Republican Attorney General from Kansas, Bob Abrams was a leading force for legal and legislative initiatives and took steps to unite State Attorneys General across the country. This book demonstrates that the rule of law resulting in justice should be the goal of all public servants.”

~Bob Stephan, former Attorney General of Kansas

“Bob Abrams offers an inside view from his decades at the eye of the storm in New York’s politics, from the ferment of the 1960s to the turmoil of the Trump era. This fascinating book traces his leadership in reform and progressive politics and what it’s like to campaign against larger-than-life figures like Geraldine Ferraro, Al Sharpton, Al D’Amato, and Elizabeth Holtzman all in one election!”

~Richard Gottfried, member of the New York State Assembly
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The anchor of my life has been my family. It is at the

core of who I am. Public service has been a driving force

but family is front and center.

This book is dedicated to my family:

Diane Schulder Abrams, my wife of forty-six years; my daughter

Rachel Pear, her husband Ian Pear, and their five children, Gavri,

Mimi, Darya, Eli, and BJ; my daughter Becky Greenwald,

her husband Dan Greenwald, and their three

children, Kobi, Sara, and Hana.

They inspire me to move forward every day of my life.







Foreword

by

New York State Attorney General Letitia James

THE SOUL OF THIS NATION has been shaken to its core. In the midst of the chaos and confusion, we find ourselves asking—who we are, what do we stand for, and how do we want to be remembered?

As I ponder these questions, I recall the face of a young woman, an immigrant woman, who approached me one day seeking legal assistance. She stepped shyly toward me, wringing her hands, with her eyes cast downward as she spoke haltingly about her legal status; she faced the possibility of deportation to a country she did not know, having left as a child with her parents. Now, as an adult with children of her own after a failed relationship, she worried about the future; the tears welled up in her eyes as she thought about the prospect of leaving her children behind. My heart was heavy as I told her I would help her find counsel. I recall mentioning to her that the actions of some leaders do not represent the values of this country, and that we—in the spirit of President Kennedy—are a nation of immigrants.

This chance meeting occurred during the same time I was weighing a decision about running for New York State attorney general. The encounter made it abundantly clear to me that now was the time to use the law both as a sword and a shield in defense of those hiding in the shadows, but I needed a mentor, a northern star.

When you walked into 120 Broadway, the then office of the New York State attorney general, you got the sense that as attorney general, Robert Abrams was larger than life. His legacy was manifest not only in New York, but across the nation. As the former president of the National Association of Attorneys General, his scholarship and influence loomed over the office. His memoir reflects that and the intersection of faith, service to the community, and legal acumen that engulfed his life.

Our lives are markedly similar: humble beginnings, close family ties, and a deep religious bond coupled with a proud historical tradition. I admired him because he was grounded in his beliefs; his very hardy and disarming laugh filled a room. I recall my first visit to his office. Bespectacled and unassuming, he talked about the impact and rigors of the office and the importance of upholding ethical principles and rejecting a course of self-interest for the public good. He offered his view of the law as a tool for righting wrongs, to advance the cause of justice in society. I left recognizing his sense of noblesse oblige and his steady and unflinching commitment to the rule of law.

His memoir begins with his early days as a young child growing up in the Bronx. His formative years were shaped by days and nights helping his parents at the family’s luncheonette. A melting pot of customers gave him insight into a world filled with diversity and awe. Civics in high school and college taught him the framework of government policy. Local retail politics allowed him to engage in the machinery of elections and develop a platform of issues as he mounted a campaign against an entrenched incumbent for a seat in the assembly. And after failing to secure an interview with an absentee congress member as a part of a school assignment, Abrams was off to the races and has never looked back, until now. Winning the assembly seat and then serving as Bronx Borough president, he then embarked upon the office of attorney general.

Transforming the office, aided by a stellar team focused on social justice, Abrams hit the ground running. From antitrust litigation, defending civil rights, to enforcing environmental regulations, to standing up for reproductive rights, to championing marriage equality, to regulating charities, this book is a blockbuster providing powerful page-turning stories that will help the reader appreciate the outsized role that Abrams and the Office of the Attorney General played in our state and nation. Abrams battled the Reagan administration and some of the issues mirror what we face today. Efforts to defend the Constitution and represent the interests of all Americans, as well as marginalized and disenfranchised individuals seeking freedom and opportunity in a land where the rule of law matters, against the entrenchment of the federal government are central themes, themes that tragically play out today. The tenets that permeate the pages of the memoir are markers that now guide me during dark and tumultuous times. This book is a nostalgic look back in a lot of ways, but the question of who we are, our values, and matters worth fighting for are evident. It will cement your belief in the nobility of public service and engender great respect for a man—my mentor, who has dedicated his career to no greater cause.

~New York State Attorney General Letitia James

August 2020
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Introduction

The Yankees Are Leaving the Bronx

IT WAS 1969, AND I HAD just won the Democratic nomination for Bronx Borough president in a hotly contested primary campaign. The general election was a virtual certainty because the Bronx voted overwhelmingly Democratic.

I was reading with increasing frequency stories about the possibility of the Yankees leaving the Bronx to build a new stadium in New Jersey, so I said to myself, “This will be a disaster for me and my borough. This is going to be my legacy? I can’t allow the Yankees to leave the Bronx on my watch!”

Yankee Stadium was one of New York City’s most famous landmarks and the Yankees one of its great symbols. The Yankees had become an illustrious franchise, the most famous sports team in the world. The stadium, sometimes called “The House That Ruth Built” and “The Cathedral of Baseball,” was magnificent at its opening in 1923, but had fallen into disrepair since Jacob Rupert, then-owner of the Yankees, built it.

The team was fed up because of inaction over complaints about the massive traffic jams due to poor road access to the stadium, shortage of parking spaces, and inadequate police presence.

Knowing I had to do whatever I could to stop this from happening, I placed a call to Michael Burke, president of the Yankees, in his office at the stadium.

“Mr. Burke,” I said, “my name is Robert Abrams. I hope you don’t think I’m presumptuous. I’m the Democratic candidate for Bronx Borough president, but because the Bronx is a Democratic bastion, the reality is I’m going to be the Borough president in a few weeks. I’m calling because I want to know if there is any truth to the stories about the possibility of the Yankees leaving the Bronx.”

“Oh, yeah! Absolutely!”

“Mr. Burke, can I come to see you?”

A few days later, I was seated across from Burke in his office. He was a colorful guy, a former US Navy officer and CIA agent. He recounted his grievances.

“But did you talk to the mayor about this?” I asked.

“Sure—but he never does anything about our issues.”

He filled me in on the background in his no-nonsense Navy officer manner. “For the last three years, the mayor has attended the Mayor’s Trophy Game,” he said, referring to the annual Yankees vs. Mets charity game. “Every year I talk to him, he takes out a little blue card from the vest pocket of his shirt, jots down notes about my complaints, and then puts the card back in his pocket.” Burke continued, “I’d never hear from him again! I’m done. We’re not gonna take any more of this!”

“Oh, Mr. Burke, don’t do anything hasty!” I urged. “I’m going to be your advocate. We’ll win this battle; we’ll get this done.”

He didn’t make a commitment one way or the other, but I left feeling there still might be a way to avert this crisis.

As expected, I was elected Bronx Borough president and Mayor Lindsay was reelected in a come-from-behind victory for a second term. John Lindsay was a charismatic progressive who brought fresh blood and bold ideas into city government. He ran on the Liberal Party line against the Democratic and Republican candidates after losing the Republican primary. The Democratic candidate, Mario Procaccino, came out of the Bronx political machine and was a Neanderthal. I bolted my party and supported Lindsay on the Liberal line.

Shortly after Lindsay won, I went to City Hall to meet with him. As I sat down on the couch in his office, I said, “Mr. Mayor, I supported you for reelection. I went out on a limb. I thought you were the better man for the job and deserved to win. I think you owe me one. As I’m sure you know, the Yankees are threatening to move. The city of New York cannot afford to have the Yankees leave. It would be absolutely devastating! The Yankees are an economic generator. Think of the revenue the city stands to lose.”

The mayor, sitting forward in his chair, was nodding in agreement.

“For me and my borough it would be a crushing blow,” I continued. “The Bronx is already struggling for survival. You’ve got to help, Mr. Mayor! Here’s what I’m proposing. The city gave $24 million to Queens to build a stadium for the Mets. The Bronx deserves no less.”

The mayor listened patiently as I presented my case and then, looking me straight in the eye, said, “You’re right about the Yankees. What you said makes a lot of sense. There’s been some discussion about this here at City Hall.” He paused for a moment and then said, “You’ve got it!”

I grabbed his hand and, pumping it several times, said, “Thanks! It’s the right thing to do!”

The mayor subsequently reached out to Michael Burke and began a series of protracted discussions, which culminated in $24 million placed in the budget to rehabilitate the stadium. The renovations took two years. View-obstructing posts and pillars were removed to create better seats, the stadium top was lifted, more parking spaces were added, and new ramps for increased highway access were created. The project was not without controversy. Many New Yorkers felt that government shouldn’t spend so much money to build a sports stadium for a private enterprise. But cities across America were spending proportionately more for their major league teams knowing that better sports facilities attract more tourists. I felt it was an appropriate expenditure to keep New York City as the number one sports capital of the nation.

Keeping the Yankees in the Bronx and improving Yankee Stadium was a precursor of the kinds of battles I would engage in as New York attorney general—only the stakes were much higher.

It’s been a wonderful odyssey for me. Never expecting to be involved in politics, I was drafted as a twenty-seven-year-old kid into running an underfunded, David versus Goliath, grassroots campaign for state assembly in 1965 against the powerful Democratic Party machine. That race and unexpected victory set the tone for future battles against the bosses and the way I functioned as a reform-minded officeholder.

As attorney general, I tackled issues relating to civil rights, environmental justice, and the protection of a woman’s right to choose. I served as special prosecutor in the explosive Tawana Brawley case, where an African American teenage girl alleged rape and brutality by a group of white men that included law enforcement officials.

I was privileged to be able to help transform the office of attorney general into a powerful protector of people’s rights, which were being eroded by the policies of the Reagan administration. Those actions established the basis for similar efforts by today’s incumbent attorneys general in the era of Trump.

If you continue to turn the pages of this book, you’ll read about the behind-the-scenes stories, struggles, fun, excitement, highs, and lows of a career in public service.

The values that led me to choose a public path, and that made me want to fight for the rights of ordinary people, can be traced back to my early days in the Bronx and so that is where this story has to begin.






PART ONE

EARLY DAYS & ENTERING PUBLIC OFFICE







Chapter 1

The Shtetl

I WAS BORN IN THE BRONX IN a place that doesn’t exist anymore, the Bryant Sanitarium, on the Fourth of July in 1938.

My parents, Dotty and Ben Abrams, were polar opposites in appearance and demeanor. My father, who was much shorter than my mother, was shy, soft-spoken, and gentle. He had reddish blond hair and a light complexion. My mother was an outgoing woman with a strong voice and dark hair. She was feisty, salty, and direct. They met on a blind date and were married six weeks later. My parents were the most loyal and giving people I have ever encountered. My sister, Marlene Kitrosser, who is ten years younger than I am, agrees. There was nothing that Dotty and Ben Abrams wouldn’t do for their children.

When I was a year old, we moved from the South Bronx to a neighborhood in the northeast Bronx called Pelham Parkway. That’s where my memories begin.

The southern side of Pelham Parkway was a working-class neighborhood, a densely populated enclave, three blocks wide, nine blocks long, with perhaps 20–25,000 people packed together living in six-story apartment buildings, with some private homes on its edge. The south side bordered on the Bronx Zoo and the north side on the Bronx Botanical Garden.

My family was a significant part of my life from an early age. Coming from Pinsk in Belorussia on my father’s side and Vitebsk, in the same region, on my mother’s side, they all ended up together in the Bronx. My father’s sister Aunt Rose and her husband Uncle Nat lived in our building, one floor above us. My Grandma Ida, my father’s mother, lived a few blocks away, in the same apartment as his other sister, Aunt Faye, and her husband Uncle Sol. Grandma Kaplan, my mother’s mother, also lived in the neighborhood, a block and a half away. She spoke only Yiddish and visited us almost daily to watch television and babysit my sister and me. Three other aunts and uncles and their families lived nearby in other parts of the Bronx. We got together often and there was no shortage of lively conversations about the family, politics, and the state of the world. There was always lots of singing of Yiddish and American songs played by my father on the piano. He played by ear—you’d name the song and he would play it for you.

My father’s parents worked originally in the garment trade making boys’ knee pants and caps in their crowded tenement apartment on the Lower East Side. I remember stories that my father and my grandmother would tell about selling clothing in the 1920s from a pushcart to Jewish and Italian immigrants, speaking Yiddish to their Jewish customers and Italian with their Italian customers. My father told me how his parents sympathized with those working in garment factories and their need for union organizing to improve working conditions. Years later my father’s parents opened a luncheonette and my father dropped out of high school before graduation to help them in their new store.

By today’s standards, Pelham Parkway was unique. It was like a transplanted shtetl, a small town or village where Jews had lived in Eastern Europe, except in this case, we lived there by preference, not proscription. Like the traditional shtetl, this modern-day version was a self-contained community. On the Jewish holidays, there would be hardly more than a dozen kids in the local public school, which normally accommodated at least a thousand.

My parents, like most people in the neighborhood, were the children of immigrants who had come to America for a better life. In Russia, their parents and grandparents had been subjected to discrimination by the czars who kept the peasantry down in general and the Jewish community in particular. Jews were prohibited from living in certain areas and from pursuing many occupations. Life could be disrupted at any given moment by a bloody pogrom. My grandparents had heard in general terms about the United States; in Yiddish they called it the goldena medina—the golden land.

Like most people living in Pelham Parkway, my family was culturally but not religiously Jewish. However, I attended the Roosevelt Synagogue Hebrew School on Wallace Avenue and was bar mitzvahed at age thirteen, delivering my speech in Yiddish. I still remember parts of it.

We rarely needed to go outside the neighborhood since it had everything we required for our daily lives: grocery stores, kosher butchers, delicatessens, fruit and vegetable stores, bakeries, hardware stores, pharmacies, shoe stores, and clothing stores. There were two banks, two movie theaters, a post office, two bus stops, an elevated subway station, six doctors whose offices also were their homes, and three synagogues plus a shtiebel (a small Ultra-Orthodox Jewish prayer house.) Around the corner from where we lived was Moishe’s supermarket where we did our shopping. Moishe’s had sawdust on the floor. I remember a pickle barrel near the door, with a handwritten sign: “Two pickles for a nickel.”

Everyone in the neighborhood knew each other and often in the heat of summer, neighbors sat outside their buildings on the sidewalk in beach chairs, scrutinizing those who walked past. What’s he wearing? Is he with a girl? Which one is she? My mom and dad called those people “the jury.”

The men and the small number of women who worked had mostly working-class jobs, either in the garment district in Manhattan or as salesmen, storekeepers, furriers, postal workers, librarians, teachers, and accountants. My father worked in a luncheonette in Manhattan with his brothers. People weren’t destitute but life was a struggle. They worked hard to make a living.

My parents didn’t have extravagances of any kind, but around the time of the emergence of television, in 1950, they bought a ten-inch RCA Victor TV, which had a wooden chassis that cradled a tiny screen. Every Tuesday night just before eight o’clock, our doorbell would ring and people from the building would flock in to our living room to watch the Texaco Star Theater featuring Milton Berle, the most popular show on television at the time. Upwards of fifteen people gathered together around our little TV.

In America, families did special things during the summer and my parents sought to avail themselves of that opportunity as well. For a number of years, they had a summer rental in Rockaway Park adjacent to the boardwalk and the Atlantic Ocean. They paid $250 for the season. It was a single room with an icebox and we shared a bathroom on the floor with other families. The bonus was the big front porch lined with rockers and the house’s proximity to the beach, just down the block.

One of my vivid early memories is of being at the beach as an adventurous eight-year-old and building a device that we called “the sifter.” I’d get some orange crates and wire mesh to build the body and handles for this device and I’d take it to the beach to sift sand, looking for things that might have fallen out of the pockets of people who were using the beach. People who came from the city would rent a locker at Curly’s Bathhouse on 116th Street, and then they’d go on to the beach. Some men, to avoid the cost of a locker, would have their bathing suit on under their pants and would take their pants off on the beach near their blanket and sometimes coins would fall out of their pockets. When there were no people left on the beach at the end of the day, I would sift the sand to collect whatever money I could find. The sun would be going down, and it would be at the same time when my father would have arrived after a hard day’s work in the city. He would run in to take a swim and he’d come out, put his pants on, and watch me. My father would ask, “Hey, Bob, how are you doing?”

I’d answer, “This is all I found!” And I remember showing him my seventeen cents or whatever it was. I’d already been out there with my sifter for about an hour.

He’d say, “Where have you been doing it?”

“Over here.”

He’d point to a different area. “Well, why don’t you go over there?” I’d sift the sand in that location and lo and behold there’d be a quarter and I’d look up at him, convinced he brought me luck, and say, “Where else should I go?”

“Try over there . . .”

Of course, I realized years later that he was dropping the quarters and dimes in the sand for me to find.

* * *

Eventually my parents decided to buy a luncheonette of their own, in Pelham Parkway. We called the luncheonette “the store.” It was down the street from our apartment building, right past PS 105, the elementary school I had attended.

My father got to the store at 5:30 a.m. to make the coffee and set up the breads, rolls, and cakes for the early morning customers. The store sold everything from candy, magazines, newspapers, and comic books, to cigars, cigarettes, razor blades, and playing cards. We sold school supplies, toys, greeting cards, ice cream sundaes and frappes, sandwiches, pie, Danish pastry, and bottles of soda. Behind the counter, we made fountain drinks: egg creams, cherry Cokes, ice cream sodas, and malted milks.

My father was the food man, making the sandwiches, grilling the hamburgers, and dishing out eggs in the morning. My mom took care of the sodas, the coffee, and cake and was at the cash register ringing up sales.

Their marriage was truly battle-tested when they worked side-by-side for so many years. They came through with flying colors. Their love for each other was strong and enduring.

My formative years were spent helping my father and mother in the store. My mom would be there most of the day at my dad’s side, and then she’d go home in the late afternoon, and I would come in the early evening to help my dad. On those Saturdays that I would be at the store, I rotated between different tasks—restocking cases of soda from the basement, replenishing the supply of cigars and cigarettes, mopping the floors, painting the stools, and washing windows with a squeegee at the end of a long pole.

In today’s world, people talk about trillions of dollars, but back then every penny counted. A pretzel was two cents and two pretzels sold for three cents. I learned about the value of a dollar and how hard it was to make a living.

Grandma Ida always showed up at the store toward the end of the day to do odd jobs and refill the boxes of candy on the counter. She always wanted to be helpful and productive.

Speaking Yiddish, she and my father discussed politics often. She was progressive, always rooting for the little guy, the ordinary working person. This early political foundation and liberal outlook that passed from my grandmother to my father to me helped shape my own core values and outlook on life.

Grandma Ida did not have an easy life. She came from Russia to the United States when she was a teenager and helped her parents in their business. She never had formal schooling in America and could barely scratch her own signature, but she was nonetheless one of the smartest people I’ve ever known. She experienced a lot during her lifetime: happiness and fulfillment, yet also tragedy such as when her husband went to buy a bottle of milk on a wintry night and never returned because he was killed by the drunk driver of an ice truck. Through it all she remained dignified and full of zest for life.


When I was in high school, my mother would give me my father’s dinner to deliver to him each day at 6:00 p.m. He would often eat standing up behind the counter, gobbling down his food—and then together we’d get ready for the factory workers, the 7:30 night shift, to start coming through the door. He’d serve sandwiches to the people who worked at the Delicia Candy factory up the block.

Working in the store gave me my first view of the larger world beyond Pelham Parkway. Most of the customers came to work from other communities and from backgrounds different from those in my small Jewish enclave. Puerto Ricans, blacks, and Irish were among the men and women who hurriedly ate their soup and sandwiches during their half hour break. When they finished, my dad and I would clean up, close the store, and walk home together, catching up on each other’s lives. We’d often talk about our favorite sports teams—the Yankees and the Knicks.

One day, I remember saying, “Dad, how about us going to a Knicks game at Madison Square Garden?”

I’d found out that with my Columbus High School card, which identified me as a student of the school, I could get tickets at half price.

Dad said, “Isn’t that discount only for students at the school?”

I said, “No, the holder of the card can buy the tickets at the reduced price.”

He wasn’t buying my interpretation, but I really prevailed upon him, giving him total assurances that it would be okay.

On the way over to Madison Square Garden, my dad kept asking, “Are you sure this is not a problem?”

I said, “I’m sure” and that, in fact, I’d checked with some students at school, and they told me that they used the cards with friends all the time.

We got to the box office and I said, “Two tickets, please, with the discount.” I showed my Columbus High School card to the man behind the window. He peered over at my father and said, “What grade are you in, sonny?”

My father’s face turned bright red and, clenching his teeth, he gave me a menacing look, but the ticket agent then said, “Okay, okay. Here are your tickets, enjoy the game.” And we did.

* * *

In the years when the family did not go to the Rockaways, on blazing hot days, someone in my family would ask, “Is it time to go to Tar Beach?” Tar Beach was the tar-covered roof of our apartment building. To escape the heat, we’d spend the night up there with a pillow and a blanket (or sometimes even on the fire escape); at least it would be a little cooler there than in the dense, torrid apartment. As time went by, I remember my parents bought an air conditioner and on scorching hot nights my sister, Marlene, and I would sleep on the floor on blankets in my parents’ bedroom where the air conditioner was located.

The parental bonding was strong. After hours of working hard in the store, my mother would devotedly type my high school and college term papers on the family’s Royal portable typewriter. What an ordeal that was. I remember the sound that was made when, because of an error, she’d have to pull the piece of paper out of the typewriter and start anew. (It was obviously before the computer where a single backspace can remedy a mistake.) My mother was also a great knitter. She knitted me long- and short-sleeved cable sweaters, which I loved. On Friday nights she would have her weekly mah-jongg game with four of her friends. I recall to this day the voices of the players calling out:

“Four bam!”

“Three dot!”

“Two crack!”

I can still hear the distinct sound of the tiles when at the end of each hand all the players would put their tiles in the center of the table, turn them over, and mix them up.

I remember trying to be a good big brother to my sister, who at the time was seven years old, by attempting to get her into the Peanut Gallery of the Howdy Doody TV show, but I failed because it was like trying to get into Harvard. I did manage to get her to appear on the set of The Rootie Kazooti program, which was also popular with kids. She was thrilled. I’m proud of my sister, who went on to become a dedicated teacher in the New York City public school system and advanced to the position of assistant principal.

Through it all, my mom and dad always showered my sister and me with unconditional love.

* * *

Although my parents were not active in local politics, they had strong views and ideological beliefs. They were left-leaning Roosevelt Democrats, progressive in thought and instinct.


They were appalled at the way blacks were treated in the South, and even in New York City. They didn’t go to rallies or march on picket lines, but in their guts, in their essence, in their conversations, that’s who they were. They felt that all people should be treated fairly and should have an equal opportunity to achieve a better life. Discrimination of any kind was repugnant to them.

On Election Day, my father would cast what he liked to call a “protest vote.” He always discussed his voting decisions with me, and many times he’d take me as a boy into the voting booth with him. He was a Democrat, but he thought that the Democratic Party didn’t go far enough, wasn’t left enough, and so he registered his protest vote on the Liberal Party line, the trade union party. Very often, Democratic candidates ran with Liberal Party support, so his vote on the Liberal Party line was a statement more than anything else. It was evidence of a little bit of rebellion, independence, resentment—that the Democrats were not delivering enough in terms of their promises to really help the people. Sometimes he’d vote for American Labor Party candidates.

I remember it was a big event in the neighborhood when Henry Wallace came to Pelham Parkway in 1948. Wallace was FDR’s vice president from 1941 to 1944 and previously served in Roosevelt’s cabinet as secretary of agriculture and secretary of commerce. He was dropped from the Democratic ticket in 1944 in favor of Harry S. Truman, and in 1948 he was running for president on the Progressive Party ticket, which had a platform that included ending the Cold War, universal health insurance, and ending segregation. My father took me with him to see Wallace speak at the rally. There must have been five thousand people crowded into the intersection.

He also took me to May Day rallies held on the mall on Pelham Parkway attended by a few hundred people. I remember speakers holding large megaphones and talking about how working-class people were not getting their fair share of the benefits of this wealthy and great country.

These early experiences demonstrating the importance of family, enthusiasm for politics, and the respect for hard work, as well as support for the working class, all helped shape my way of seeing the world.






Chapter 2

Beyond the Neighborhood

FOR THE SEVENTH AND EIGHTH GRADES I had to attend a school in a different neighborhood, which meant leaving the shtetl. My new school, PS 34, was in the nearby Italian neighborhood, Van Nest, and I remember I was terrified because I’d heard all the stories about the tough Italian kids. How was I going to do as a Jewish kid coming into a new school? But it turned out to be a terrific two years. I loved the teachers, I loved the students, I learned a lot, and I had a great time.

At Christopher Columbus High School, I succeeded academically and was eventually elected to be the president of my class, a big deal at the time. I made a campaign poster at home which said VOTE FOR BOB—HE’LL DO A GOOD JOB.

When it came time to apply to college, I got into a free tuition school, Queens College, based upon my high school GPA. Then I received an acceptance letter from Columbia College, but the tuition was $750. I asked my father, “What should I do?”

He said, “Son, Columbia—you go to Columbia! Don’t worry about the money. Your mom and I will help with the tuition.” They wanted the best for me.

During freshman week in my first year at Columbia, I was in awe of the intellect and talent in my class. It was very intimidating. I remember us gathering in Low Memorial Library where Assistant Dean Edward Molloy took the microphone and said, “Let me tell you about yourselves.” He began to disclose a daunting array of statistics. I don’t remember the precise numbers, but it was something to the effect of: “You are twenty-four valedictorians, eighteen salutatorians, five captains of the basketball team, six captains of the football team, eleven editors-in-chief of your high school newspapers, seven editors of the yearbook of your high school.” I began to slump more and more in my chair. Oh my God! How do I fit into all of this?

Doubt about my ability to succeed or even survive was setting in. The challenging curriculum made matters worse. For one course, the stack of required books was nearly four feet tall, including works by Homer, Aristophanes, Sophocles, Aristotle, Thucydides, Plato, and Euripides. Pretty soon I was having a tough time keeping up with all of the reading. Several nights a week, I’d walk out of the library, veer left toward a big room with pay phones, and call my father for reassurance. “Daddy, I don’t know if I’m going to make it. This is not easy. This is not Columbus High School. There, I was a big fish in a small pond; here, I’m a tiny fish in a huge pond. I’m not sure it’s going so well. I’m having a hard time. These guys are all very, very smart. I have all this reading to do.”

“Son, just keep plugging away,” he’d say. “You’ve always done well. You’ve got ability—just do the best you can. That’s all your mother and I can expect of you.” His support was like a booster shot and it always encouraged me to keep going.

Students from all over the country and all over the world were in my class. I learned about classical music, art, and poetry—things that I’d never been exposed to before.

By my second year, I was working at various jobs around campus to cover college costs. One job was in John Jay Dining Hall working two hours a day behind the steam table in exchange for my three daily meals. I gave oversized portions of roast beef and scoops of mashed potatoes to the guys I knew as they came by on the line. One day I felt a tap on my shoulder. A tall man wearing a suit said in a firm voice: “Young man, I’m from Portion Control and you have a very heavy hand.”

In addition to my dining hall job, I delivered the school newspaper, the Columbia Daily Spectator, to bins around the campus. I also sold magazines at Broadway and 116th Street for the Columbia Student Magazine Agency, barking, “Step right up, sign up: thirty-five issues of the New Yorker—for three dollars. Time-Life magazine—one year for four dollars, two years for seven dollars!” On weekends, I went home to help my parents in the store.

During the summer was when I earned the bulk of my tuition money. (I didn’t want my parents to have to cover the cost.) I worked at Zeigers Hotel in the Catskills, which was later renamed the Eldorado. That part of upstate New York was affectionately called the “Borscht Belt” or the “Jewish Alps.”

There were no days off in the nine weeks of the summer season, but I’d come home with over a thousand dollars in cash—enough to pay my year’s tuition. I worked breakfast, lunch, and dinner in the dining room; I served drinks in the nightclub on Saturday nights during shows; and I worked in the late-night coffee shop until three in the morning, where the nightclub crowd went to sober up.

In the dining room, I learned how to handle myself under pressure and how to get along with people and quickly advanced from busboy to waiter. I found the experience to be very important because it taught me about hard work. It was survival of the fittest: who was going to get the most guests (and tips), who was going to get the best station, who was going to get the mattress in the bunkhouse where we slept that didn’t have holes and bugs in it. You learned how to adjust to all these conditions.

The kitchen was divided into domains and the chef was the king. In the pantry, Sol the Salad Man was in charge. He started the season with a clean white shirt but several weeks in, it was green. Sol was a smoker and as he was making coleslaw, scooping gobs of mayonnaise with his bare hand from the huge jar, the cigarette ash from the cigarette he was smoking was getting bigger and bigger, and we’d all watch, knowing that at a certain point the ash would fall into the coleslaw and would become part of that delectable dish.

Guests would ask for “fresh orange juice.” There was no fresh orange juice. In the kitchen there was a huge vat into which would be thrown frozen concentrated orange juice which would then be mixed with water coming from a rubber hose, and then cans of pits were cast into the orange juice to make it seem freshly squeezed. The concoction was mixed with a canoe paddle from the boathouse at the lake.

As waiters, our job was to keep everyone happy—from the hotel guests who wanted scorching hot coffee (dip the cup into boiling water), to the guest who wanted a three and a half minute boiled egg (grab one from the soft-boiled pile and hope for the best), to the ones whose roast beef was never rare enough.

“Bob, I wanted my roast beef rare,” the guest would say. “This isn’t really rare!”


But you can’t go back to the chef and say, “I wanted it rare and this is not rare!” He has that big knife in his hand and he’d cut your head off. The solution I devised was to take the plate to the kitchen, turn the roast beef over in the juice it was sitting in, and then go back out and say, “You wanted yours very rare, here it is.”

And the guest would look down and say, “Just the way I like it!

Then there was Mama Zeiger, the founder of the hotel. Like Jenny Grossinger, she started with a farmhouse which grew into a significant resort. Mama Zeiger must have been well into her eighties. She had hotel work in her blood. She had to continue to do something, so she took it upon herself to guard the bread machine.

There was a basket of bread on every table. The guests would finish the bread and signal for me: “Bob, can we have some more bread?”

So I’d try to refill the bread basket, but there’s Mama Zeiger, standing in front of the bread machine. She’d give me two slices of bread.

I’d say, “But I have a whole table—”

“Two slices of bread. Two slices!”

I’d try to reason with her. “Please! It doesn’t look nice. It doesn’t look good for you, and it doesn’t look good for me. I can’t bring this tray back with only two slices of bread.”

She’d stare right back at me, her arms folded in front of her chest, and shake her head from side to side: “Two slices!”

Again, the job constantly tested your resourcefulness. I’d go into the dining room, put the two slices on a plate on the floor in a corner, go back to where she was guarding the bread machine, and say, “See, they finished the bread. I need you to fill the bread tray.” She stood her ground and gave me only two slices. So I had to do this twice more and then with my full tray of bread, I went to serve it to the table.

We did what we needed to do to get by.

We looked forward to “Palm Sunday” each week because most guests stayed for a week and left on Sunday afternoon. At the end of lunch, we got our tips before a new group came in at dinnertime for the next week. The guests who were leaving would call you over and put a crumpled-up bill or collection of bills in the palm of your hand. You’d never know what you were going to get. Sometimes a very nice person would be a very nice tipper; sometimes a very nice person would be a terrible tipper; sometimes a terrible person would be a terrible tipper, and sometimes a terrible person would be an excellent tipper.


Working in the Catskills rounded out my college education. It built a lot of character and taught me how to relate to all different kinds of people.

There were 250 hotels in the Catskill Mountains. With the advent of the jet plane, city dwellers began to have more options for their summer vacations. The number of hotels began to shrink. A whole civilization, gone now.

The Catskills were an important part of the lives of many people in New York. When I was campaigning, I’d often find common conversation with constituents who had a Catskills story of their own.

* * *

Back at Columbia, I was struggling to overcome my doubts about my ability to master the curriculum and to succeed. Fortunately, a couple of things happened which boosted my confidence. I was elected president of my fraternity by my fraternity brothers who had much better grades than I did. I thought, look at this—these guys elected me to this highly coveted position! I must have something going for me for them to entrust me with the mantle of leadership. Another important boost came when I was selected to be a member of Nacoms, one of Columbia’s two elite secret senior societies which tapped only ten students for membership each year. My mother would often use a Yiddish phrase: allas in kanim nishtor in ainem—everything in everybody is not found in one person. Each person has strengths, and each has weaknesses. It was important for me to keep a balanced perspective.

But it was in my junior year, when I was taking a course in American government, that something occurred which in hindsight altered the direction of my life. “Government 31-32” was taught by a very distinguished professor, textbook author, and future dean of Columbia, David B. Truman. He gave us an assignment for which each student had to research his congressional district and write a paper on everything from the geographical boundaries to the socioeconomic makeup to the various neighborhoods within the district. We also had to learn everything we could about our district’s congressman. In addition, Professor Truman required us to interview our representative in Congress.

Charles Buckley, the member of the House representing my district, was a thirty-year incumbent, chairman of the Public Works Committee, and Democratic leader of the Bronx. New York City was a Democratic stronghold, with a storied history and reputation, including legendary Tammany Hall in New York County, with its myriad of abuses. There was a Bronx machine which also was notorious. Ed Flynn, a Democratic county leader in the Bronx, wrote a book called You’re the Boss that I remember reading in high school. Flynn ultimately became a confidante of Franklin D. Roosevelt and Charlie Buckley succeeded Ed Flynn. It was an old-line Irish machine. There was a tradition of ethnic succession in different lines of work with the new immigrant groups that came to New York City in the late 1890s and early 1900s. The Irish immigrants successfully gravitated toward politics, which was a vehicle to get them jobs in the police department and government. Charlie Buckley was the epitome of this. He had an eighth-grade education and was a contractor by profession before he was elected. I was intrigued by the prospect of interviewing him to learn more about his rise to Congress and his efforts for the Bronx.

To set up the interview, I tried to call his district office but discovered there was no district office. So I called Buckley’s office in Washington, DC—several times leaving messages—but got no response. As my paper deadline was quickly approaching, I was becoming apprehensive about being able to get the interview.

I was at the store with six weeks to go before my paper was due when my dad asked me how things were going at school. I told him I was concerned about getting an interview with Congressman Buckley. He said, “Oh, Bob, I have an idea—Sophie Karpman. She can help you. You know Sophie.”

I said, “Yeah, I know her. She comes in the store. She always gets a cup of coffee and a toasted bagel.”

He said, “We’ll ask Sophie Karpman because she’s a captain in the local Democratic Club.”

So my dad spoke to Sophie Karpman, who said, “Benny, no problem! For you, for Bob—no problem! Absolutely!”

She came to the store regularly, but my father didn’t want to bug her. After ten days went by, he asked, “Sophie, were you able to do anything about getting Bob the interview?”

She said, “I’m working on it, Benny.”

Some more time went by and then my father asked her again and she was embarrassed. She said, “Benny, frankly, I’m not getting anywhere. I’m not sure I’m going to be able to do this.”


Eventually time ran out and I had to submit the paper. I think I was the only one in the class who couldn’t manage to get an interview with his congressman, and it cost me a high grade.

I graduated from Columbia and went to NYU Law School. There was a growing disdain in New York City for the entrenched machine politics displayed by the leaders of the Democratic Party. The autocratic machines in Manhattan, Brooklyn, and the Bronx were thumbing their noses at their constituents, ignoring their needs and tending only to the personal aggrandizement of the bosses and their cronies. An effort was underway to try to reform the party, to open it up and build in some competition against the old-line Democrats. That effort was being led by two well-respected octogenarians, Herbert Lehman and Eleanor Roosevelt. Francis Adams, a former New York City Police commissioner, who was part of that group, invited all NYU law students to a reception at his apartment to discuss what was happening.

Adams told all of us who attended, “You are going to be lawyers, but it’s not enough for you to just be a lawyer. You should be active in your community, and you should get involved in politics, because that’s a way in which you create social change and bring about reform.” I’ve never forgotten that message.

The motivation for those organized efforts to oust the old-line Democrats was to end the rampant corrupt practices such as no-show jobs. People were put on the payroll but would never show up in Washington, Albany, or City Hall and yet got a handsome salary. Nominations for public office and judgeships were given to club loyalists with little regard for qualifications, temperament, or desire to work hard at the job.

After the Adams event, my name was forwarded to the local Reform Democratic club in my district. Throughout the city, reform clubs were opening in opposition to the regular Democratic clubs. The reformers were trying to oust the regulars from office by putting up competing slates of candidates in primaries for relatively low-profile party positions such as county committee, district leader, and state committee. These posts were important for holding on to the power within the party structure. They were also competing for other positions of public office: state assembly, state senate, and Congress.

A few weeks later, I got a call from the Bronx Pelham Reform Democratic Club. The caller said, “We’re at 708 Lydig Avenue, up the steps from the Chinese restaurant, and we’d like you to come and work in the campaign.”

I said, “Well, thanks for the call but I’m very busy. I’m still in law school, and I also help my dad in his store. I don’t have the time to do this.”

The voice on the other end said, “Well, you should really be part of this effort. We’re involved in some exciting contests.”

I responded, “Well, as I told you, I really don’t have the time.”

The caller kept badgering me. “But we have a lot of good races. We’re running for party office; we’re running for public office. We’re giving a challenge to the congressman in the district, we’re running against Charlie Buckley—”

I blurted out, “What did you say?”

He said, “We’re challenging Charlie Buckley, the congressman for the district. “

“Oh, that son of a bitch!” I said. “Okay—you got me. What’s involved? How can I help?”
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