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I have had a very fortunate life, and the privilege of meeting many very interesting and important people along the way. They have made a difference in my life and gave me the wisdom to succeed.

This book is dedicated to all of them for enriching my life. But most of all, this book is dedicated to my wonderful mother and father, who brought me to this great country at the age of six months (six months too late for me to be eligible to run for President), my beloved children, AJ and John Jr., and the love of my life and great partner, Margo, my sunshine, who makes me smile every day.
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Introduction

AMERICAN SONG

It was a magical night in New York City.

How could it not be? I was surrounded by a couple hundred of my closest friends. Just as important, I had lured them all to an awe-inspiring location kitty-corner from the New York Stock Exchange, a place where most of these people had never been before. I’d passed this old building a thousand times, maybe ten thousand. But only once had I ever stepped inside. I’d known this spot was important in American history, but I hadn’t been quite sure why. Until recently, I’d had no idea how many world-changing events occurred right here.

What can I tell you? I learn something new every day.

This was the Federal Hall National Memorial, site of the first capitol building of the United States of America under the US Constitution. It was here, in 1789, that General George Washington was sworn in as our nation’s first president. This was where the first US Congress met, back in the days when Congress actually conducted important business for the nation instead of remaining frozen in semipermanent gridlock. The Bill of Rights was ratified on this very spot, setting out our most precious rights and freedoms. The Judiciary Act of 1789 was passed here, establishing our federal court system, which I’m thankful for. Mostly.

So why isn’t every schoolchild in America taken on a guided tour of Federal Hall?

The truth is that the memorial, historic though it is, has often been overlooked in recent years amid all the sights and sounds of New York. This is no one’s fault exactly. The National Park Service, which runs the place, has plenty of other things to worry about and is always squeezed for cash. The World Trade Center site, just a few blocks to the west, has soaked up a lot of attention since 2001. And on this special evening, as I caught up with old friends while making new ones, the domed main hall seemed a little dowdy, to tell you the truth. The artifact displays, including the one with the George Washington Inaugural Bible, looked like they’d last been updated when I was a child. The entire building, which went all the way from Wall Street to Pine Street, felt like it needed a vigorous scrubbing with one of those steel-bristle brushes my mother used to use. Clearly, Federal Hall was crying out for some love.

That was exactly the point of getting all these people out on this warm summer evening. If such an important piece of American history needed attention, what were we waiting for?
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I was prepared to write a hefty check to help with renovations. But I knew that bringing Federal Hall into the twenty-first century couldn’t be a one-man crusade. This was an American national treasure, after all. We needed lots of people involved. Thankfully, Mack McLarty, who was Bill Clinton’s White House Chief of Staff, had already talked to Newt Gingrich, the former Speaker of the House of Representatives. Both men are friends of mine, and both are genuine patriots, whatever you might think of their individual politics. Now, both of them were on board. I loved the fact that Mack’s a Democrat and Newt’s a Republican, and both were lending their voices (not to mention their gold-plated contact lists) to such a worthy cause. There should be more of that in America—people working together across our many national divides. While Mack and Newt recruited others in Washington, I focused on people I knew in New York. I was confident: once we got people inside this overlooked cradle of democracy, they, too, would want to help.

It was a typical Cats crowd.

Political people. Media pros. Folks I’d done business with over the years. Young people. Old people. Liberals. Conservatives. Catholics, Protestants, Jews, and others. Greeks and non-Greeks. Random characters I’d met along the way. Friends of my daughter, Andrea (we call her AJ), and my son, John Jr. Friends of my wife, Margo. Just another night in New York City, where you can bump into just about anyone. Some of the guests had sex appeal, bringing glamour to the occasion. Some, like me, had checks appeal, willing and able to give to a worthy cause. Whoever you are, bring what you have—that’s what I say!

Newt, who’d started his career as a history professor, gave a rousing speech about the first principles of our nation, tying those timeless concepts to the wild politics of today. To keep things balanced and interesting, he was then interrogated on stage by Sam Roberts, a terrific reporter from the New York Times. A woman from the National Park Service spoke about the staff’s ambitious plans for the future of the memorial, and Donna McLarty, Mack’s wife, reported on the ex-senators and ex-congressmen who were already signing on. The two women helped to focus the evening. Newt and Sam traded friendly jabs.

As I listened to all of this a few feet off the stage, an idea suddenly occurred to me.

We have some amazing people in this country of ours, yet we live at a deeply divided time. Virtually everything is sharply politicized. There’s almost nothing everyone can agree on. But maybe we had a moment here. It seemed to me that we might.

When all the speeches were over, it was my turn to step on stage. I thanked everyone for coming. For what must have been the hundredth time, I marveled at the inspiration all around us. I didn’t ask anyone for money or practical assistance. That would happen later, I knew. But I did make one request.

“What I’d like to do now,” I said, “is I’d like to invite everyone to stand and join in singing ‘God Bless America.’”

People don’t normally sing at fancy social gatherings in New York City. I could see some of the guests looking at each other, slightly uncomfortable for a second or two. But only a second or two. What I was suggesting must have fit the mood and the venue. This was a special night and a special location. Wasn’t Federal Hall where our country began to define itself? Wasn’t George Washington’s Bible right over there? In ways that still ought to matter, this piece of public real estate helped us figure out who and what we are as a nation.

I could hear feet shuffling. I could hear wooden chairs slide against a hard, dull floor. Then, in ones and twos and threes, people stood and smiled. And they started to sing.

“God bless America, land that I love.”

I knew a little about the history of this stirring anthem. It was written by Irving Berlin, an immigrant not so different from me, who’d come to the United States from Russia at age five. Berlin wrote the words and music in 1918 while serving in the US Army at Camp Upton in Yaphank, New York, about sixty-five miles from Federal Hall. But he put the song aside because he didn’t believe it fit well in Yip Yip Yaphank, a musical revue he was writing at the time. Not until 1938, with the rise of Adolf Hitler, did Berlin, who was Jewish, believe the time was right to resurrect the song. It was introduced by the singer Kate Smith on her radio program on Armistice Day.

I’m not sure how many of the people in Federal Hall knew that story. But they understood the feeling behind it, which was impossible not to share. Their voices filled the grand, domed hall.
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The lighthouse (top) and shoreline (bottom) of the island of Nisyros.



1

TELL ALL

I didn’t speak a word of English when I first arrived in America.

Actually, I didn’t speak a word of anything, unless you count “goo-goo-gaa-gaa” and a loud, piercing “waaaa!”

I was six months old.

Born on a tiny Greek island, traveling across the ocean, the circumstances were different back then, but the concept was the same: our dreams were what got us here. My parents never considered themselves poor or oppressed or downtrodden. Why should they have? They had ambition. They had hard work. They had each other. And they also had me, their first and only child, a brand-new generation to carry their dreams forward. America was the land of opportunity. Lucky for us, we were here.

That was the world I grew up in: twentieth-century immigrant New York. My life began with learning English; making friends; playing stoopball, stickball, and Johnny-on-a-Pony on the sidewalks of West Harlem. Obeying my parents and studying hard, like a dutiful child should. Climbing through public school and Greek school and all-boys Brooklyn Tech. Learning to hustle, learning to lead, picking up side jobs along the way. Buying my first car. Getting my college diploma—almost. Disappointing my parents by walking away from a promising professional career. Then turning a small grocery store into a sprawling New York empire that boasted some of supermarketing’s proudest names. Discovering that I liked doing business and had a knack for it. Who knew? Expanding the business. Expanding the business some more. Meeting Father Alex and rediscovering what it means to be Greek. Realizing that the sunshine of my life was sitting right beside me. Starting a family with her. Getting into aviation, energy, real estate, insurance, and investments—and why stop there? Learning to count in millions, then in billions. Diving into politics. Getting to know congressmen, senators, and presidents—really getting to know them. Rising to the highest levels of the Democratic Party, then rising to the highest levels of the Republican Party (how many people can say that?). Giving millions and millions of dollars away. Thinking of running for mayor, then actually doing it. Constantly promoting new causes and favorite candidates and other things I care about. Convening the Cats Roundtable on the radio. And after all those years on the move, still trying to figure out exactly where I stand.

That’s my story, and I’m sticking to it. In the pages that follow, I will share it all with you: the thrills, the excitement, the sense of adventure, and the wonderful people I have gotten to know and the distances all of us have come. There are twists and turns and lessons learned, and they are still flying at me. What a wonderful accident of geography and history: none of it could have happened anywhere but here and now. And I’m not done yet.

For a long time, people have been suggesting that I write a book, to tell my story my way—as only I can tell it.

“Your life is the stuff of drama and mythology,” my friends keep saying to me.

“What kind of drama?” I ask. “Comedy or tragedy? What kind of mythology? Greek or American?”

Some of both, I’m sure. It’s the tale of an immigrant pip-squeak, a scrappy city kid who reaches the highest heights of the American Dream and still keeps reaching for more. I’ve engaged with some fascinating people and made some beautiful friends. I have countless stories to tell. Some of them, I know, are genuinely inspiring. I’ve seen the looks on the faces of children and adults, and sometimes even reporters, when I lay this stuff out. God knows my mind is constantly racing forward, always filled to the brim.

But if I’m going to tell my story right, I figure I might also sound an alarm about some things that need fixing. I don’t like how divided our nation is—the way liberals talk only to liberals, conservatives talk only to conservatives, and both sides refuse to listen. That’s no way to do democracy right. It certainly wasn’t the vision created by my Greek ancestors or spelled out at Federal Hall. I understand where the conservatives are coming from. Getting the government out of people’s business. Enhancing the values of hard work and opportunity. But, come on, guys—you gotta have a heart! And I understand where the liberals are coming from. Looking out for those who are still struggling. Trying to give everyone a fighting chance in life. But you can’t wreck the system that created the wealth you are so eager to redistribute! Both those outlooks have worthwhile insights and policies to share. These days, I don’t think of myself as a Democrat or a Republican. I’m just a common-sense billionaire.

I had a dream the other night. I was a character in the movie Planet of the Apes, the original and still the best of the series. I was walking along a river. I wasn’t sure where I was. Crazy stuff was happening all around me. Then I looked up and saw the Statue of Liberty. I knew I was in New York, the center of everything, that place of endless possibilities, where the future really does live in your head and your hands. That image focused me. It motivated me. I knew it was time to take care of business, time to get busy writing this book.

Snatches of my story have been written here and there, in newspapers, magazines, and business reports. My name pops up in gossip columns and on the Forbes richest lists. And yet none of that coverage has ever quite captured the story right. Not the story behind the story. It’s never been told the way it should. But now, it will.

“The unexamined life is not worth living,” the ancient Greek philosopher Socrates supposedly said. The truth is we don’t know if Socrates really said that. The great teacher didn’t write anything down. All we have to go by are the reports from Plato and other star students. But I’m inclined to believe what they say. I like examining things, my own life included. That’s how I improve myself. That’s what I’ve always done: look at the situation, whatever it is, turn my brainpower on it, and then try to solve the issues that I find. That’s how I built my businesses. That’s how I’ve run my life.

The American Dream, I discovered somewhere along the way, doesn’t come with an instruction manual or a page at the end that says, “Okay, you can stop now. You have arrived.” I know my copy doesn’t. I’ve done a lot and seen even more. But I’m still that immigrant kid who thinks this is the greatest country ever. I still believe in the promise of America. I still believe the best is yet to come. But I’m getting ahead of myself already. This story doesn’t start in New York City or Washington. It doesn’t start in a supermarket. It doesn’t start with Republicans or Democrats. It starts in the middle of the Aegean Sea, in the turquoise waters between the lands of Greece and Turkey, a long, long time ago.

Hold on tight now. The wild journey begins.
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The wedding of Andreas and Despina Catsimatidis on the island of Nisyros in 1947.



2

LUCKY STRIKE

The Greeks have stories to explain everything, and I do mean everything.

There’s a famous story in Greek mythology about Nisyros, the rugged but beautiful little island in the Aegean Sea where I was born. The hero of this story is Poseidon, the fearless god of the sea. During the epic battle between the gods and the Titans, Poseidon frantically chases after the giant Polyvotis, finally catching up with him on the island of Kos. It is there, in a flash of righteous fury and fortunate aim, that Poseidon supposedly chops off part of Kos with his three-pronged trident and hurls the chunk of rock and earth at Polyvotis, smacking the fleeing giant in the back of the head and sinking him to the bottom of the sea.

Poseidon’s lucky strike became Nisyros.

Believe that story if you want to. Many Nisyrians swear it’s the honest truth. All these centuries later, the locals will tell you they can still hear the defeated giant sighing inside the island’s still-active volcano, which of course everyone calls Polyvotis after its eternal and unwilling inhabitant. Poor giant!

That volcano—the flames, the heat, the smoke, the tar-and-ash aroma—looms over everything and everyone on Nisyros. Always has and always will. The volcano isn’t currently spewing lava, but it has erupted at least thirteen times in recorded history. It’s also a cause of the island’s many earthquakes. With an active volcano on such a small island, it’s impossible to forget how powerful nature is and how unpredictable life can be. Clearly, some forces greater than ourselves influence our destinies.

Life is just different when you come from an island like that.

Nisyros is far less developed than the Greek islands you’ve probably seen in person or on tourist web sites. Barely five miles across, it is part of a chain of small islands, the Dodecanese, scattered like pepper flakes between the vibrant coasts of Greece and Turkey. There’s a small harbor, some cliffs, and a few modest farms. The unspoiled terrain is dotted with churches, forts, small white houses with blue windows, and, along the seventeen-mile coastline, a handful of small tavernas serving fresh squid, octopus, and other delicious creatures pulled that morning from the sea. Everybody knows everybody.

The people of Nisyros love their island, but they don’t like change. “We want our island the way it’s always been,” they say, and they mean it. The population has shrunk over the decades as people have migrated, mostly to America. But other than that, Nisyros has stayed pretty much the same. The people fish and farm and love talking with friends and family late into the night.

The island has had a tumultuous history, and that makes the people appreciate the calm and quiet even more. The Minoans, the Mycenaeans, the Dorians, the Persians, the Athenians—they all took turns invading and occupying Nisyros and the other islands of the Dodecanese. So did Alexander the Great, whose powerful armies arrived in 332 BC and hung around until 164 BC, when the growing Roman Empire finally shoved them aside. Compared to Alexander, the Romans were almost gentlemen. Soon after the death of Jesus, Saint Paul and Saint John brought Christianity to the region, where the new religion quickly took hold. Doubt that? Try counting all the Byzantine churches on Nisyros. It’s a big number. I promise you that.

Next came the Turkish army of Suleiman the Magnificent. He didn’t look so magnificent to the local folks in the 1520s when he overran the whole island chain, instituting nearly four centuries of iron-fisted Ottoman rule. The Italians grabbed the islands back in 1912.

When World War I broke out, Greece and Italy found themselves on the same side as France, the United Kingdom, and the United States. The Italians even invited France and the United Kingdom to use the islands as a staging area for naval operations—and, thankfully, the Allies won. World War II didn’t unfold so well, however. After Italy invaded Greece in October 1940, the Greek army pushed the invading Italians back into Albania. But the Nazis roared the following April, overrunning the Greek defenses in just a few weeks. And though Italy surrendered to the Allied powers in September 1943, the Italian occupiers didn’t leave the islands immediately. They liked it there. It wasn’t until years later that the British tossed out the Italian occupiers, finally returning Nisyros and the other Dodecanese islands to their rightful owner and protector: the proud republic of Greece.
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I don’t remember any of this firsthand, not even our island’s long-awaited liberation and return to Greece. I was inside my mother’s belly that spring. But I’m pretty sure, even from my warm and cozy spot, I could hear the church bells peal. That’s why, all these years later, I still like to joke that I was conceived an Italian and born a Greek. Given the way the calendar fell, that’s no lie. In early December 1947, when my mother became pregnant with me, Nisyros was still in the hands of the Italians. Nine months later, on September 7, 1948, when I finally burst into the world, kicking and screaming and wondering, What’s for lunch?—our island had been liberated by the British and was finally, officially Greek, as was I.

A few hours after I was born, my father, Andreas Catsimatidis, took me to the house of his mother, who hadn’t been well. He carried me into the bedroom and handed me to my Ya-Ya, which is what Greek children call their grandmothers. Without a word of prompting, she said to my father, “A new Yiánni Catsimatidis is born.” That was her late husband’s name, Yiánni—Greek for John. And that night, my grandmother died. That very night. She was happy the whole day long.

Those are the kinds of people I come from. Their lives are truly the stuff of sweeping narrative.

My mother’s name before she got married was Despina Emmanouilidis. She often went by the nickname Despo. Her family, like my father’s, had deep roots in Nisyros, though my mother’s upbringing was very different from my father’s. My father’s family members were simple island people—fishermen, farmers, carpenters, other tradesmen—who worked hard and mostly stayed put on Nisyros. My mother’s family, on the other hand, moved back and forth between the quiet island and the more cosmopolitan Turkish city of Constantinople, modern-day Istanbul. Educated and relatively well-to-do, the Emmanouilidises had close ties to the Greek Orthodox Church. My great-great-grandfather on my mother’s side was a chancellor of the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople, a top aide to the leader of the world’s Orthodox people. His son, my great-grandfather, John Zannis, was an Orthodox priest. My great-grandfather and his wife, Despina, whose name my mother would later take, had three daughters—my grandmother Irene and her two sisters, Marigo and Eftihia—along with their brother, Nickolas. But life for Turkey’s Greek minority grew tense. A lot of wild charges were being thrown around. My great-grandfather was accused of being a terrorist. He was no terrorist—he was a dedicated parish priest defending his Greek flock at a time of intense prejudice. But when things grew unbearable, he fled with family to Nisyros, finding peace and safety on the quiet island of their ancestors.

You know the song “If I Were a Carpenter”? My grandmother, Irene Zannis, married a hardworking young carpenter from Nisyros. Emmanuel Emmanouilidis was the carpenter’s name, and she loved him dearly. They had three children—my mother Despina and her two brothers, Charalambos and Yiánni, also known as Harry and John. The island was as starkly beautiful as ever. But there were few good jobs there, especially for a young man who needed to support three children and a wife with tastes etched in Constantinople. Fortunately, there was another option. In those years, many young men from Nisyros were leaving the island—not for Turkey, but for the promised land of America. There, not only were the factories hiring, but so were the ports, restaurants, and construction companies. Anyone willing to work hard, it was said, could land a job in America, live cheaply with other Greek immigrants, and send plenty of extra money back home.

Young Emmanuel decided to make the trip. He already had two brothers in New York City who agreed to sponsor him. He could stay with them until he got settled, and they would help him find work.

And so my grandfather went.

After a tearful goodbye at the dock in Nisyros, he boarded a small boat to Kos and then a slightly larger boat to the larger island of Rhodes and then on to Athens, where he boarded an ocean-going passenger ship bound for New York. His wife and children missed him immensely, but even the young ones understood. Papa was gone for the good of the family. He’d send much-needed money and be back as soon as he could. Maybe one day before long, he would even gather up the family and they could join him in America. But until that time came, Grandma Irene and her three children would carry on as best they could. My grandmother was a real matriarch, a proud and serious woman who considered it her duty to keep a tidy home, provide clear guidance for the children, and hold her head up high. She wasn’t the only one with these such burdens, and she wasn’t one to complain.

Soon enough, just as she expected, an envelope arrived on the mail boat.

Inside the envelope was a wad of American money, enough to get my grandmother and her children through the month. But there was something else in the envelope. It was a postcard from America with a glimmering photo of New York Harbor and the famous Statue of Liberty. But, oddly, nothing was written on the back of the card, and no note was inside.

My grandmother wasn’t quite sure what to make of that. Why didn’t her husband tell her how he was doing or what kind of work he had found? He was never a strong writer, but it was still strange. In any case, she didn’t have much time to worry over it. She was too busy raising her children and getting through the day.

Then, almost exactly a month later, another envelope arrived.

Another wad of American money. Another Statue of Liberty postcard. No note, no signature, and no return address.

A month after that, a third envelope came on the mail boat. Same thing. By then, people on the island were talking. Nisyros is not a place of many secrets. My grandmother didn’t like talking about the envelopes from America or the mystery of her husband’s life there. God forbid the family name be tarnished. She made it her business to say that everything was fine. Her husband was off in America, supporting his family on Nisyros—what else did they need to know? She smiled and shrugged and got on with her business and dreaded the questions when they came up.

And so it went, month after month, year after year. Money, a postcard, and that was all.

Of course, there were whispers around the island, and my grandmother heard some of them. Maybe her husband was part of nýfes tis nýchtas, the Greek Mafia in America, the so-called “godfathers of the night.” Maybe he’d married another woman across the ocean and didn’t want his first wife to know. In times of stress, the imagination can run. Anything was possible, my grandmother knew, but she chose to not dwell on it.

She missed her husband. She focused on raising her daughter and her sons. She would keep the family together, whatever that might mean.
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As the years rolled on, my grandmother Irene sent my mother to high school and then to the big island, Rhodes, for college, where she studied to be an elementary school teacher. These were the years between the two world wars. The islands were under the rule of the Italians. As my mother was studying to be a teacher, she met a young man who was a friend of her brother Charalmbos. She and this boy immediately hit it off. As she studied education in Rhodes, he dreamed of studying law in Athens. He wasn’t from a wealthy family, but he was smart as a whip. She knew he would make a talented lawyer. She wasn’t earning money of her own yet, but she had some jewelry she’d gotten from her mother. Piece by piece, she sold the rings and the necklaces, gladly sharing the money to help pay her true love’s law school bills.

They wrote love letters back and forth, sharing their dreams of the day they would finally be reunited. When he began his apprenticeship with a prominent lawyer in Rhodes, she knew that day was coming soon. Finally, they decided to marry. They set a date for a big engagement party, a Greek tradition that can be almost as lavish and high-spirited as the wedding itself.

When the day finally came, the house had been painted. The musicians had arrived. The drinks were already flowing. The food was out. The guests were laughing and talking and greeting each other. A few had even begun to dance. Despina’s youngest brother, Yiánni, was dispatched to the dock to wait for the future groom to arrive.

But when the boat reached the island, the groom was not on board. Instead, the captain handed a letter to Yiánni. “This is for your sister,” the boat captain said. “Do not read; just deliver.”

The young brother understood immediately what a bad turn this was. He hated to imagine the reaction he was about to receive. But he knew he had to walk back to the house and deliver the letter, and that is what he did.

News on Nisyros has a way of traveling faster than life does. By the time Yiánni reached the house, word of the absent groom had somehow beaten him there. The guests looked stricken. The musicians lowered their instruments. It seemed that even they could tell something was wrong. When the bride’s brother walked into the living room alone, everyone understood.

He handed the unopened letter to his sister, just as the boat captain asked him to. She said nothing. The ashen look on her face said it all. She opened the envelope and slid the letter out. She couldn’t possibly have read more than a line or two.

“Dear Despina,” the letter said, “I am sorry to tell you that there will be no wedding. I have met someone else. She is the daughter of the lawyer I have been working for in Rhodes. I am very sorry to tell you this.”

Somewhere around the second or third sentence, my mother collapsed on the floor. She was helped into her bedroom, where she lowered the curtains, shut the door, and, so the family story has it, did not emerge for more than a year.
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On an island as small as Nisyros, among a people so insular, there are not many choices in the search for love. Sometimes magic happens, and two people will find each other, thrilled at their good fortune and matched for life. Usually, however, the families—by which I mean the mothers—push the process along. Sometimes that produces happiness and sometimes not, though it must be noted that no system triumphs 100 percent of the time.

But a case like Despina’s offered special challenges for my grandmother. For one thing, her daughter had wasted a lot of time on a suitor who turned out to be unreliable. She wasn’t getting any younger. And there was another very real issue: Despina was her mother’s only daughter, and the oldest child, too. According to the customs of the island, until she married, none of her younger siblings could. Despina didn’t have any younger sisters, but she did have two brothers, both of whom had fiancées by then and were eager to get married. Now, all they could do was wait.

And that wasn’t the end of it. Since those two couples couldn’t marry, neither could the fiancées’ brothers. As everyone on this very small island quickly calculated, Despina and her self-imposed solitude were standing in the way of at least ten identifiable weddings, freezing the lives of those couples tragically in place.

People were understanding at first. But as the months rolled on and a year turned into two, the injustice of the situation became increasingly unbearable. Finally, my grandmother spoke up.

“You have a choice,” she told her daughter. “You can’t stay like this forever.”

Then she laid the options out.

“You can go into the convent,” she told her daughter.

No sound came out of Despina’s mouth, but her face held a silent gasp as her mother pressed on. “If a girl has a religious vocation, that relieves her of the obligation to marry. If you become a nun, your brothers can marry, and so can all the others waiting in line.”

My grandmother took a breath and continued.

“There is, however, another possibility,” she said. “I have identified a man you can marry if you would like to do that. His name is Andreas Catsimatidis. His family comes from Nisyros. They are good people. We know them. For sixteen years, since 1931, young Andreas has lived by himself on a small island in the sea. The island is called Kandelioussa. He tended a lighthouse there.”

The island, which the Italians controlled until they were evicted by the British, was really just a piece of rock in the water, completely uninhabited except for this man and some goats. “He fished for his food,” my grandmother said. “A boat would come by every so often and deliver supplies to him. With the money he earned, he helped to support his sisters, Calliope, Anna, and Eftihia, and other family members, too. Sixteen years is a very long time.”

Now that that the Italians were gone, my grandmother said, he was back on Nisyros and ready to take a wife. “I must tell you,” my grandmother cautioned. “He is not your social equal. Nor your educational equal. But he is a good man, and he will be a good husband to you.”

Despina just stared and said nothing for a moment, weighing the two options laid out for her: life in a nunnery or life with the lighthouse man. “I will marry the lighthouse man,” she said.

Plans were made quickly. Houses all over Nisyros were painted and decorated. Massive platters of food were cooked and brought in.

And for eleven weekends that fall, weddings were held in churches all over the island.

Despina looked beautiful in her wedding dress. Her groom, Andreas, received a gray wool wedding suit from his brother in America. Each of the brides following my mother would get her own white dress, but that gray suit was passed on, one by one, to the next ten grooms. Sleeves were shortened. Sleeves were let out. Torsos were tightened. Torsos were released.

Whatever it took to get those grooms and their patient brides down the aisle—that is exactly what occurred that fall.

My mother’s story, recounted in the book Eleven Weddings and a Sacrifice, became a bestseller in Greece.



[image: image]

Top: John Catsimatidis with his mother, Despina, and father, Andreas. Bottom: John Catsimatidis’s father, Andreas Catsimatidis, when he was a chef at Longchamps restaurant in New York City.
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CITY KID

When my father was up in years, I brought him to visit Ellis Island, the legendary immigrant-receiving center in New York Harbor, just north of the Statue of Liberty. From 1892 until 1954, twelve million men, women, and children passed through that bustling facility, the final stop on their often-perilous journeys to brand-new lives in what to them really was the New World.

It had been many decades since my father had made the bold decision to leave tiny Nisyros and travel with my mother and me to America. But I knew hardly anything about the journey that had gotten us here. I thought that taking my dad to Ellis Island might spark some memories. I certainly didn’t remember the trip myself. I just knew what a special place Ellis Island was for many immigrants of my father’s generation: truly sacred ground.

“Pop,” I said, as we stood in the island’s dazzling Great Hall, now the centerpiece of an immigration museum. “Look around. Does any of this look familiar to you?”

My father shot me one of those glances that fathers sometimes direct at their sons—half loving and indulgent, half Don’t you know anything?

“What do you want from me?” he asked. “I’ve never been here before in my life. We came through Idlewild,” he said, using an old name for the John F. Kennedy International Airport.

As my father patiently explained, I was six months old when he gathered up my mother and me. We took a boat from Nisyros to Athens. From Athens, we flew to London, where we had to go through our first round of immigration clearance.

Finding our papers in order, the British officials put us through a medical screening to make sure we were also in good health. This included a smallpox vaccination for little me. Unfortunately, the nurse made a mistake and gave me an adult dose of the vaccine, ten times what an infant is supposed to receive. My tiny body reacted violently. I had trouble breathing. My temperature shot up to 105 degrees F. I started turning an eerie shade of blue. My parents panicked, my mother especially. It seemed their little angel would never make it to America.

I was pumped full of fluids. Frantic doctors and nurses hovered around. My mother did her best to restrain her hysteria. And then, incredibly, everything was all right. My fever subsided. My breathing returned to normal. My color came back. I was smiling and giggling and ready for our next flight. The crisis passed. Deep down, I must have had a strong inner constitution, and no amount of medical malpractice could stop me. So off we went to New York.

Just not directly. They didn’t have so many nonstop flights across the Atlantic in those days. We traveled first to Montreal, a flight that kept us in the air for more than fifteen hours. In Montreal, our papers were checked again—no more inoculations, thank God



































































OEBPS/images/half.jpg
HOW FAR
DO YOU WANT
10 GO?





OEBPS/images/pg22.jpg





OEBPS/images/line.jpg





OEBPS/images/pgviii.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
HOW FAR
DO YOU WANT
10 GO?

Lessons from a Common-Sense Billionaire

JOHN CATSIMATIDIS

ttttttttttttt

aaaaaaaaa





OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/images/copy.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg6.jpg





OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml


Contents







		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Contents



		Introduction: American Song



		1. Tell All



		2. Lucky Strike



		3. City Kid



		4. Teen Spirit



		5. Higher Ed



		6. Green Grocer



		7. Stocking Up



		8. High Flier



		9. Capitol Idea



		10. Full Tank



		11. My Priest



		12. Political Animal



		13. Sunshine Girl



		14. Little Ones



		15. Befriending Bill



		16. Under Attack



		17. Mayor Interrupted



		18. Proud Papa



		19. Really Running



		20. Giving Time



		21. Feeding Frenzy



		22. Category Cats



		23. Ripe Opportunities 



		Afterword: Ever Onward



		Counsel by Catsimatidis



		Acknowledgments



		A Collection of Memories











Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		1. Tell All













		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264











OEBPS/images/pg12.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
HOW FAR
DO YOU

Lessons from a
Common-Sense Billionaire

JOHN CATSIMATIDIS






