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Dedication

The German philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer once said, “All truth passes through three stages. First, it is ridiculed. Second, it is violently opposed. Third, it is accepted as being self-evident.”

This is a story about the second stage.
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1

LE BILBOQUET

2004–2005

Trouble was brewing. Ron Perelman, a financial titan, prominent philanthropist, alumnus of several messy public divorces, and champion of a referendum that had imposed term limits in New York City, was opposing a sidewalk café permit application by Le Bilboquet, a chic restaurant in the district I represented on the New York City Council. This dispute had all the makings of a juicy press story and I wanted no part of it. I’d be charged with doing favors for a wealthy constituent if I opposed the application, and, if I supported it, I’d be charged with ignoring my constituents’ concerns. But alas, neutrality wasn’t an option since I was legally part of the approval process, which went like this: the community board held hearings and made a recommendation to the local council member (me), who made a recommendation to the council’s zoning and franchising subcommittee, which held more hearings and made a recommendation to the Land Use Committee, which made a recommendation to the council, which then voted yea or nay. It took, on average, 465 days. Yes, all for a sidewalk café permit. Welcome to my world.

Now, to some, sidewalk cafés are a charming feature of city life that enliven the streets and provide opportunities to dine alfresco in the urban landscape. To others, however, they are an appropriation of public space by rapacious businessmen who obstruct already congested sidewalks and inflict noisy late-night revelry on residential neighborhoods. My constituents tended toward the latter view and could afford to care about things like this since they were a virtual who’s who in the worlds of business (Michael Bloomberg, Jamie Dimon), movies (Martin Scorsese, Woody Allen, Spike Lee, Bill Murray), music (Mariah Carey), politics (Rudy Giuliani, Eliot Spitzer), art (Jeff Koons), and comedy (Joan Rivers). I represented Manhattan’s famous “Silk Stocking District,” which included the most expensive real estate per foot in the country, world-famous museums, and startlingly expensive private schools with names like Spence, Chapin, and Nightingale-Bamford.

My view on sidewalk cafés was simple: I did whatever my community board told me to. They held hearings at which they heard directly from neighborhood residents—why second-guess them? Besides, I had my hands full running the committee that oversaw the city’s enormous public school system. So if anybody came to see me about a sidewalk café permit, I told ‘em: talk to the community board; I do whatever they tell me. And boy was I glad to have this policy now.

But one other thing worried me. Not being born yesterday, I knew my campaign staff would soon receive one of those oh-so-rare but gratifying unsolicited contributions from some good-hearted citizen who had spontaneously recognized my merits as a public servant. Then, only after depositing the check, would we learn the contributor was a lobbyist for Perelman. We could refund the contribution, but if the press had gotten wind of this story by that point, it would look like I’d done so only because I’d been caught with my hand in the cookie jar. I therefore directed my staff to scrutinize every unsolicited contribution we received and, if it was in any way associated with Perelman—even if it was from Perelman’s second cousin’s lawyer’s podiatrist’s stepbrother’s mistress—to return it immediately. Sure enough, we soon got a nice fat check from a lawyer who, when we asked what had inspired his newfound generosity, disclosed that he worked for Perelman. We immediately returned the check, and when I got a phone call from Perelman I said—oh how I loved saying!—talk to the community board, I just work here.

So he did. In fact, he provided a video showing that Le Bilboquet was already serving drinks outside, which people would imbibe while sitting on the steps of his town house, leaving behind a trail of cigarette butts. This was a huge no-no, so the community board turned down the application. Made sense to me—but again, not my department. I passed the recommendation along to the Zoning and Franchising Subcommittee.

Just as I’d feared, the press took an interest. Not even the New York Times, which usually turned up its nose at boldface names’ stories, could resist. Ron Perelman! A chic Upper East Side café! Yes, it was gossip, but it was the caviar of gossip. I told the Times reporter exactly what had happened: how I’d supported my community board’s recommendation, which was always my practice, how I’d instructed my staff from the outset to return any checks they received from Perelman, and how they’d done so. I’d predicted exactly what would happen and had acted scrupulously and consistently. There was no way I could be criticized.

Oh, how naive I was.

Here’s an excerpt from the article the Times published titled “Steak Frites and Stardom vs. Power and Politics”:



This is a story about four tables and eight chairs, the billionaire cosmetics executive who would not brook them, and an ambitious councilwoman who took a phone call. It will not end prettily . . .

Mr. Perelman’s lawyer . . . made a campaign contribution to Ms. Moskowitz, who wants to run for Manhattan borough president. On Tuesday, the councilwoman instructed her staff to return the check.

Ms. Moskowitz said . . . she simply wanted to go along with the recommendation of the community board . . . and was too busy with issues like teachers’ contracts and school construction budgets to look into the matter more deeply . . .

Philippe Delgrange, the owner of Le Bilboquet . . . who is of French and Belgian descent, said the dispute feels personal . . . “Maybe he doesn’t like the Belgians or French.”

By saying we’d returned the check “on Tuesday,” rather than “immediately,” the reporter implied we’d delayed doing so until she’d come sniffing around. Moreover, she didn’t mention that I always deferred to the community board or that I did so because the board heard directly from the community, so it just sounded like I was making this up or was too busy to do my job. It was a textbook example of writing the lead on the way to the ballpark.

Rule number one of journalism, I was learning, is that trying to get in between a journalist and a story he wants to tell is like trying to stop a herd of stampeding cattle. Stories headlined “Council Member Acts Ethically, Follows Policies Consistently” don’t sell newspapers. So while this journalist didn’t lie, she left out critical facts and spun those she did report to conform to the story she’d wanted to tell from the outset. For example, since Perelman had been cast as the story’s antagonist, he couldn’t just be some ordinary home owner who wanted peace and quiet; he had to have some ulterior motive such as being prejudiced against . . . Belgians, because, of course, everybody has it in for those Belgians.1

A late-nineteenth-century Tammany Hall politician named “Big Tim” Sullivan once said, “I don’t care what the newspapers say about me as long as they spell my name right.” Maybe I should be like Big Tim, but I’m not. I try to be ethical and it pains me when people think I’m not. As a council member, I’d worked hard to be squeaky-clean, even turning down a stipend to which I was entitled for chairing the Education Committee, which God knows I could have used since my husband, three children, and I were living in a one-bedroom apartment.

Besides, my reputation was one of the few things I had going for me. I was quite unpopular with the city’s unions and the Democratic political machine because I wouldn’t toe the party line. For example, I was the sole council member to vote against a law requiring the buyer of an office building to continue employing the prior owner’s maintenance workers. I had nothing against maintenance workers, but I didn’t see why we should have special employment laws for commercial buildings that didn’t apply to other businesses like movie theaters, supermarkets, and apartment buildings. Doing this was a recipe for creating a crazy patchwork of laws.

I was also one of only three council members to vote against a law introduced by my colleague Bill de Blasio, a bright and ambitious council member whom I’d gotten to know when he ran Hillary Clinton’s first Senate campaign. His proposed law would allow unions to circumvent the limits on campaign contributions by making them through multiple affiliated entities (such as a local union and its parent). For de Blasio, increasing the power of unions, which would advance his progressive political agenda, trumped the goal of limiting the influence of money in politics. De Blasio’s bill would also advance his own career since he’d been fined for receiving more than $20,000 in contributions from the New York Hotel and Motel Trades Council and its Local 6, both of which listed the exact same person as having the authority to decide who received their contributions.

In addition to voting against their bills, I also endeared myself to my colleagues by introducing some of my own. For example, I proposed a law to ban politicians from putting their names on big signs at capital construction projects, since I didn’t think politicians should get free advertising on projects for which taxpayers were paying. My bill was about as popular with my colleagues as a ham sandwich at a bar mitzvah.

Fortunately, I was more popular with my constituents since I was attentive to their quality of life concerns. For example, they hated the plastic newspaper racks that littered the streets, so I asked Karim Rashid, a top designer whose clients included Prada and Giorgio Armani, to design new ones. He came up with a version made of silver fiberglass that stood atop mushroomlike bulbous pedestals so it “looked like a growth from the ground” and tilted gracefully backward so that the papers were easier to remove. “Yet another pair of words you’re likely to find only in New York: stylish newsracks,” commented one paper.

Another big issue was pets. In the summer of 2004, I learned that an angry crowd of dog owners was demanding that something be done about a pit bull that had attacked an eight-pound Chihuahua named Frank. A legal loophole prevented the police from doing anything about dog-on-dog violence, so I proposed legislation to fix it.

But the part of my job that I cared about most was chairing the council’s Education Committee. I’d previously been a professor of history and had gotten into politics primarily to improve public education. I’d held dozens of hearings about problems with the public school system. Many newspapers had editorialized in favor of the reforms I’d advocated but the Times hadn’t, so I was elated when I finally got a call from a member of its editorial board. I returned the call immediately, prepared to wax eloquently about everything I’d learned from my many hearings and school visits. Instead, I was asked about my dog legislation. Oh well.

Of the educational issues on which I’d been prepared to wax eloquently, the most important was overhauling the work rules and job protections for school employees. As schools chancellor Joel Klein observed, “lockstep pay, seniority and life tenure . . . act as handcuffs and prevent us from making the changes that will encourage and support excellence in our system.”2 Klein had proposed removing these handcuffs by adopting an eight-page “thin contract” for teachers. Conditions for reform seemed ideal since the teachers’ contract had just expired, I’d just held hearings on reforming them, and we had a mayor, Michael Bloomberg, whose wealth had enabled him to get elected without union support. As one columnist aptly observed, “If not now, when? If not Bloomberg, who?”3

On October 20, however, the New York Post reported that the city was close to reaching a deal that would allow the United Federation of Teachers (UFT) “to keep the vast majority of the privileges enshrined in past contracts.” I was deeply troubled by this as I believed that reforming this contract was critical to improving the school system. I publicly called on Bloomberg to “stand strong.” Bloomberg, however, accused me of “grandstanding” and the city council’s speaker called my letter “destructive to the process.” Ouch. “Eva found out last week what it is like to play in the big leagues,” observed a political consultant, “the mayor and the speaker are jockeying for position on education, and Eva got in the way.” This wasn’t the first time I’d annoyed Bloomberg. He’d called hearings I’d held on shortages of basic supplies like toilet paper “a tempest in a toilet bowl.”

Notwithstanding these rebuffs, I felt I’d accomplished a lot on the council. Not only had I passed more laws than any other sitting council member, but I’d also held eighty-eight Education Committee hearings that delved into important issues. Those on the union contracts had drawn national attention and had advanced public understanding of the impact these contracts had on teaching and learning. But those hearings had served an additional purpose. While I appreciated that teachers needed to unionize to level the playing field when negotiating with their monopoly employer, the government, I felt that the UFT had become too powerful, that its ability to give marching orders to nearly every elected official in the city was undermining the quality of education the city’s children were receiving. I hoped that by challenging the UFT’s hegemony, I could embolden other elected officials to undertake some of the critical reforms that were necessary to fix the public school system.

But to really make the point that opposing the UFT wasn’t political suicide, I needed a second act: getting elected to higher office. I’d set my sights on Manhattan borough president and I liked my chances. I’d already gotten elected without the UFT’s endorsement—the only Democratic official in all of New York City to do so—and I had a long list of supporters, a willingness to campaign hard, and an appealing résumé as an educator and good-government advocate. Precisely because I had everything going for me except the UFT’s support, the race was the perfect test case for whether it was possible to stand up to the teachers’ union and live to tell the tale. I’d soon find out.
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I AIN’T GONNA GET EVA’D

2005

On February 14, 2005, standing on the steps of city hall surrounded by more than two hundred supporters, I announced my campaign for borough president. I’d arrived at the council in 1999, I observed, “with a baby in one arm and a copy of the city charter in the other” and “six years, eighty Education Committee hearings, ten laws, and two more kids later, I am ready to do more.”

While I had the advantage of being the most well-known of the nine candidates in the race, I was a persona non grata with the Democratic machine. It hadn’t always been this way. During most of my time on the council, I’d had fairly collegial relationships with my colleagues. All that had changed, however, when I’d held hearings on the labor contracts and become the UFT’s public enemy number one.

These tensions bubbled to the surface in a Times article with the headline “Mayoral Ambitions and Sharp Elbows; Councilwoman Spars Way into a Position of Influence”:



[E]ven as her aggressive, confrontational style has set her apart on a legislative body known less for fomenting change than for renaming streets, it has also alienated many of her colleagues. [A] common refrain is that the councilwoman’s ambitions exceed her political skills [and she] fails to . . . build coalitions with other council members.

In fact, my ability to build coalitions was precisely what had allowed me to pass so many laws. My views on the labor contracts, however, were diametrically opposed to those of my colleagues so I’d inevitably alienated them when I’d taken on this issue.

Assemblyman Scott Stringer soon emerged as my leading opponent, racking up the endorsements of many elected officials and of several unions, including the UFT. While none of this was surprising, it meant that I’d need to sweep the newspaper endorsements to win the election. The Times endorsement alone was worth about 10 percent of the vote.

I’d also need to campaign hard, so I began a punishing schedule of street campaigning, fund-raising, and house parties. In the middle of all this, my husband, Eric, suggested I visit a school in Queens that a client of his was funding. Eric was a business lawyer who also did a lot of work, mainly pro bono, for charter schools, which are public schools that are run by an independent board. Eric had been a founding board member of one of the city’s first charter schools and then had gone on to found another charter school by the name of Girls Prep with a friend of his, Bryan Lawrence. Then, to help spur the creation of more charter schools, Bryan and Eric had held an event for aspiring charter school founders to meet potential donors. They’d gotten help from Whitney Tilson, a hedge fund manager and education reform blogger with a severe case of graphomania and an email distribution list the size of the phone book, and Boykin Curry, a friend of Bryan’s who was rich, brainy, ceaselessly gregarious, and owned an apartment with a massive terrace overlooking Central Park that was perfect for such events. More than a hundred people showed up, among them an investor named John Petry.

Petry later asked Eric to help him apply for a charter for a school that would use a reading program called Success for All in which students were evaluated every eight weeks and assigned to small groups with other students who were at the same reading level. Petry’s partner, Joel Greenblatt, really liked this program because, like the investing system he was famous for creating, it was simple, practical, and effective. Greenblatt had therefore contributed $2 million to expand the use of this program at PS 65 in Queens. Eric had visited the school and been impressed by it, so he suggested I do likewise. I did and was equally impressed.

Petry was also in the middle of founding an organization called Democrats for Education Reform to encourage Democratic politicians to support charter schools and other education reform efforts. His comrades in this endeavor were Tilson, Curry, and Charlie Ledley, an investor who has since been immortalized in the film The Big Short for turning $100,000 into $120 million by betting against subprime mortgages. Their first event took place on June 3, at Curry’s apartment, which was quickly becoming the unofficial headquarters of New York’s education reform movement. So many people came that Curry had to commandeer a bar downstairs for the overflow crowd to hear the featured speaker, a junior senator by the name of Barack Obama.

As the borough president race entered the homestretch, I campaigned harder and harder, from 6 a.m. until 10 p.m. most days, including several events per evening. We also began mailing our campaign literature. I wanted it to convey my relentless devotion to solving constituents’ problems, and my advisors came up with the slogan: “Don’t get mad, get Eva.” But I knew it would all come down to the Times endorsement and on August 28, 2005, they announced their pick. I was “smart and driven,” they said, but “abrasive.” They preferred Stringer, whom they said had “a sterling reputation as a catalyst for reform.”

I cried when I read the endorsement. I felt defeated not just personally but in all that I had worked for civically and educationally. I had tried so hard to be a model public servant: to be ethical and independent, to be principled, to vote my conscience, to tackle issues that really mattered. I’d known this would put me at odds with the political machine and the unions, but I’d hoped I’d at least have the papers in my corner. Instead, the Times had gone with the machine candidate.

I refused to give up. I doubled down, as did all of the people who believed in what our campaign was about: Eric, my parents, and our campaign’s band of idealistic staffers and volunteers. We worked like maniacs, making tens of thousands of phone calls, campaigning on the street, leaving no stone unturned.

A few days later, just as we were feeling that maybe we could win after all, a mailing went out to voters that pictured a mother with her child saying: “It’s hard enough for families like us to get by. And Eva Moskowitz is just making it harder.” More negative mailings followed, including one attacking my vote against the building maintenance workers’ law. These mailings were sent out by the Working Families Party (WFP), which received $171,000 from the UFT in the two months before election day.

By not counting these expenditures, Stringer was circumventing the limitation on campaign expenditures to which we were both subject. They were also improper because one political party, the WFP, was trying to influence the primary of another party. The Democratic Party’s lawyer asked, “What are these guys doing getting involved in our primary race?” He added, however, “It’s not this particular race we’re interested in.”4 Translation: we hate Eva Moskowitz just as much as the WFP, but it’s the principle of the thing!

It was upsetting to see myself being relentlessly vilified, but what bothered me even more was that the Times had enabled Stringer to boast of being a “catalyst for reform” while he was doing an end run around the campaign finance laws. I asked the Times to withdraw its endorsement but they refused, so I was now up against the Democratic machine, the unions, the WFP, and the Times. We fought on, but I knew in my heart our efforts were doomed. On Election Day, Stringer bested us by 9 percentage points.

Bizarrely, a few weeks later, a Times editorial called Stringer’s abuse of the campaign finance program “pure hypocrisy” and said that if he “wants to make a name for himself as a reformer, he should stand up to fake parties like the one accused of helping him unfairly in his own party primary.” But when voters had gone to the polls, the Times had told them Stringer had a “sterling reputation” for “reform.” Talk about closing the barn door after the horse has bolted.

During the campaign, the UFT had kept quiet about its efforts to defeat me but UFT president Randi Weingarten now publicly boasted that she’d done “everything in [her] personal power, fought day and night” to help Stringer win.5 Her boasts were effective—from that point on, according to Chancellor Klein, elected officials whom he asked to support his reform efforts would respond, “I agree with you, but I ain’t gonna get Eva’d.”6

Moreover, the next chair of the Education Committee would undoubtedly be in league with the UFT. With me gone, one Post columnist asked, “who will be left to ask the questions she’s been asking—to spot the accountability-dodging and blame-shifting and simple incompetence that defined the fights over education policy in New York City?”

A month after my defeat, the UFT signed a new contract with the city. While it contained a few modest reforms, such as expediting the firing of teachers who’d engaged in sexual abuse, it preserved the “handcuffs” of “lockstep pay, seniority, and life tenure” that both Klein and I believed were profoundly harmful to the public school system.

For a while, I’d felt like I was having a real impact on politics and public education in New York City, but now it had all come to a crashing halt: I was out, the UFT candidate was in, and the UFT had gotten a new contract with virtually none of the reforms for which I’d advocated. It felt like all of my hard work had been for nothing.

There was, however, one last important service I could render to the city before leaving office: endorsing Bloomberg for reelection. While I was disappointed that he hadn’t taken a firm line on the UFT contract, I nonetheless believed he was by far the best candidate. We arranged a joint press conference at which I praised Bloomberg for putting “educational reform front and center” and he said he was “thrilled to have [my] endorsement.” When it ended, he kissed me on the cheek. It was strange given all the barbs he’d sent my way over the years, but we had developed a mutual respect. We both cared deeply about public policy, particularly education, and gave as good as we got when fighting for what we believed in. In covering my endorsement, the Times noted that I was “widely regarded as the Council’s most outspoken advocate for education reform” and that “when a reporter pointed out . . . that [I] had engaged in ‘spats’ with the mayor over school policies, [I] responded that ‘spat might not be strong enough’ a term.” I hoped this meant the endorsement would carry weight.

Bloomberg won the election and I took comfort in knowing that, as I exited stage left, he’d continue to fight the good fight. I began thinking about what I should do next. While I hoped that I might serve the city as an elected official again someday, I felt it was important to get out of politics for a while, to do something else.

But what?
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CHAIM’S CHILDREN

1896–1957

My grandfather Chaim Fiderer-Margolis was born in a tiny Polish village named Tluste, where he lived till his family sent him to Vienna at age thirteen in search of used clothing they might resell. He stayed, became a sweater maker, and married a woman who bore him a daughter named Sonia. When that marriage ended in divorce, my grandfather married Sascha Just who, on October 14, 1937, bore him another daughter, my mother, Anita.

During the following years, Germany annexed Austria. “The Hitler Youth spared no effort in molesting me,” my grandfather later wrote, “[so] I slept in a different place each night [and] during the daylight hours rode on the trolley cars.” Chaim made a vow that if he survived, he would “tell the world of the pain suffered by the Jewish victims,” by publishing an account he was keeping in the form of Yiddish poetry. He wrote:



We don’t have the visas that the law decrees.

Our road forward is blocked, in vain are our pleas.

So, forsaken and woeful, we languish in prison.

The sentence is harsh; Nazi persecution relentless.

At this time, the future war criminal Adolf Eichmann opened the Central Office for Jewish Emigration, which a contemporaneous observer described as being like “an automatic factory”: “you put in a Jew who still has some property, a factory, or a shop, or a bank account” who goes “from counter to counter” and “comes out at the other end without any money, without any rights, with only a passport on which it says: ‘You must leave the country within a fortnight. Otherwise you will go to a concentration camp.’”7 But ironically, however rapacious Eichmann’s intent, his Nazi efficiency enabled my grandfather to finally obtain a travel permit which my mother’s family used to emigrate to Switzerland in the summer of 1938. There, they stayed in a refugee camp for several years while seeking permission to immigrate to America.

In 1941, they finally got such permission and, on August 6, they boarded the SS Navemar, a boat chartered by the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee. It had begun its voyage in Seville ten days earlier and by the time it reached Lisbon, where my mother’s family boarded, thirty-six passengers had contracted typhoid fever and two had died of it. The ventilation was so poor on the Navemar, a former cargo ship that had been outfitted with bunks, that most of the passengers had taken to sleeping on deck in the open air.

As the Navemar crossed the wide expanse of the Atlantic, conditions worsened. Fresh water was in such short supply that it was rationed and passengers had to bathe with ocean water. Fearing that the food was contaminated, my grandmother didn’t let my mother eat much, which proved prescient as it was later discovered that one of the ship’s food servers was a typhus carrier. My grandfather wrote:



Filth in every corner,

germs thrive everywhere.

Seven die, are thrown overboard

into the briny deep.

The Navemar sails on

with its cargo of evicted Jews

who hope to reach America

to have freedom and peace at last.

On September 12, the Navemar finally reached New York Harbor where it was inspected by a team of doctors and sanitary inspectors led by Medical Director H. F. White, who wrote that he’d “never observed a vessel arrive under conditions so insanitary and so fraught with potential danger.” Had it been necessary to batten down the boat’s hatches due to bad weather, he observed, many passengers would have suffocated due to inadequate ventilation; had the boat sunk, most of its lifeboats could not have been launched.

But fortunately, neither event had transpired and when my mother’s family stepped off the Navemar, they were confronted with a skyline like none other. New York City could boast of not only the world’s tallest building, the Empire State Building, but also an astonishing thirty-one skyscrapers that had been completed that same year. Although my mother was just three years old, she vividly recalls standing with her family at the bustling wharf, surrounded by all of their worldly belongings, as her father cried out the last name of the relative who was supposed to meet them: “Feederer . . . ! Feeee-der-er!” Eventually, his sister Minna appeared and took them to the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society.

While New York was a foreign land, it was also a city of immigrants just like my mother’s family: Irish who’d fled the great potato famine, Italians who’d fled poverty, Armenians who’d fled genocide, and Jews who’d fled pogroms and now Nazis. Two million of the city’s residents were of Jewish heritage including the city’s mayor, Fiorello La Guardia, who, like my grandparents, spoke German and Yiddish.

After living briefly on Manhattan’s Lower East Side, my mother’s family moved to Washington Heights where my mother remembers playing in the playground and riding on a pony in Fort Tryon Park. Around this time, in July 1943, my grandmother went to a doctor because she’d noticed she was losing weight. My grandfather recorded what followed:



On this beautiful summer’s day, Sascha came back home, sent Anita out to play, and with a restrained but tearful voice said: “Mo, I have a tumor in my stomach.”

On August 29, I told Anita she has to go to a home since Mama has to go to a hospital. She asked, “How long will I stay there?” I said “Only for two weeks.” She took this at face value. “Alright, I will go to the children’s home so I will have a healthy mommy.”

[After an operation] Dr. Steinhardt told me: “Herr Fiderer. We took out two tumors and both ovaries. We could not remove anything on the bladder because without a bladder one cannot live. We will try to treat her with radiology.” I asked: “Frau Doctor. Does my wife have cancer?” She answered, “Yes, Herr Fiderer. We have done everything possible. You have to pray to God. God can still help.”

Sascha opened her eyes and asked, “what did they do to me?” I told her that both tumors had been removed and now she will get better. She took my hand and kissed it.

On this tragic evening, I went home full of despair. I was not prepared for this blow of destiny.

September 5. For the first time since Anita was in the home, I visited her. She asked, “Papa, how long is two weeks? You told me I will go home in two weeks.” She sent for Mommy a thousand kisses.

December 5, 1943. Dr. Steinhardt reported “Unfortunately, the radiology was not effective.”

January 25, 1944. When I visited Sascha today, she surprised me with a fountain pen and sang Happy Birthday to me. The urge to live is so great. All the doctors gave up on her, but Sascha hasn’t. She wants to live in spite of weighing 76 lbs. down from 137 lbs.

February 8. [Sascha] urged me to take her home as she couldn’t stand the hospital any longer. That evening I packed Sascha’s clothes. Two Saschas could fit in these clothes, I thought.

March 26. Eight months ago, how blooming she looked, full of hope, animated. The newly furnished home, every corner clean, the child nicely dressed, and she only thought for the well-being of the family. The dear child with strange people. When I call her, her first question is, “How is Mommy? Every day I ask God that Mommy shall be healthy.” Oh Destiny, how merciless you are.



A month later, Sascha died. My grandfather wrote:

The earth covers only the body;

It can never cover what is deep in one’s heart.

The well of tears will someday dry up

But nothing can heal the pain in my soul.

Since it was unthinkable in those days for a man to raise a daughter alone, my grandfather took a third wife, Henriette Strassman. My grandfather had quit a job he’d held at a clothes factory and gone into business for himself, making sweaters that he’d sell at the Essex Street Market, an indoor market created by Mayor La Guardia to replace the pushcarts that had previously clogged the streets of Manhattan’s Lower East Side. My mother contributed by manning my grandfather’s stall on weekends and sewing buttons on sweaters, earning a penny a button. As my grandfather’s earnings were meager, Henriette took a job as a bookkeeper at a local Singer sewing machine store.

My mother, nicknamed Rusty because of her red hair, attended both public school and Hebrew school and spent her summers at Ein Harod, a Zionist camp that prepared children to immigrate to Palestine by teaching them how to set up tents and make wood fires. She went on to attend Music and Art High School and then studied art at Cooper Union, a free college from which she graduated in 1957.

After graduating, my mother worked as a waitress at a resort in the Catskills, an area in upstate New York that was so popular with Jews it was dubbed the “borscht belt” after the beet soup that is popular with European Jews. Uncertain what to do with her life and hearing that a classmate had applied to the University of California, Berkeley, my mother decided to do the same and was accepted.
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THE ULTIMATE CHARTER SCHOOL BAKE-OFF

2005–2006

Shortly after losing the borough president race, I received two job offers: running the charter school that Joel Greenblatt and John Petry were starting and leading a DOE teacher training program for which Chancellor Klein had raised $20 million. While Klein’s offer was appealing because it would have a broad impact on the public school system, it would be run out of the City University of New York, and it soon became clear they had me pegged for the role of figurehead in chief. They wanted to bolster their budget by using Klein’s money to pay the staff they already employed to teach the courses they already taught.

If I ran a charter school, I’d have real control that would enable me to strive for true excellence. I also liked the idea of working with Joel and John; they were razor-sharp and really wanted to help kids. Moreover, their longer-term vision was bold: figuring out how to run a school that cost no more than the district schools but got far better results, and then replicating that model over and over dozens of times. Cracking that nut could revolutionize American education.

I also liked the idea of getting back into education. I’d always loved the thrill of exposing students to new ideas, and visiting hundreds of schools as chair of the Education Committee had sparked my interest in returning to the classroom. I’d spent years thinking, writing, and talking about K–12 education; now I’d have a chance to apply what I’d learned.

I’d also become increasingly comfortable with the charter school concept. Charter schools were just another kind of public school: they were paid for with government funds, were approved and overseen by government entities, and in some respects were actually more egalitarian than district schools, which had zoning and admissions policies that made them highly stratified by race and socioeconomic status. By contrast, charter schools admitted students by random lottery.

So, I accepted Joel and John’s offer to lead what would be called the Harlem Success Charter School and they asked me to draft a proposed contract. I realized this was an opportunity to determine the contractual terms under which the school would hire its first employee—me. While executive contracts often contain provisions for severance or guaranteed periods of employment, I felt strongly that the school’s employees should be fully accountable for their performance and that this should start with me. Thus, I turned down Joel and John’s suggestion that I draft a proposed contract and informed them that I would instead “serve at the pleasure of the board as an at-will employee.”

Now I had to figure out how to open a school in just eight months even though we had no staff, no teachers, no principal, no facility, and only a partially fleshed-out curriculum. Moreover, I was going to be doing this under a very bright spotlight as the Times soon observed:



Opening a school is a risky thing for an aspiring politician; in doing so, Ms. Moskowitz is laying her mayoral ambitions at the tiny feet of 5-year-olds. Even the best-run schools are full of potential surprises—the troublemaking student, the errant teacher, the irate parent—and Ms. Moskowitz, a mother of three who has visited hundreds of schools throughout the five boroughs, knows as well as anyone how hard it is to get it right.

George Arzt, a prominent political consultant, commented, “Your political career is in the hands of the students and the faculty, and that would make me an insomniac.”8 Randi Weingarten, who was still gloating about ending my political career, was apparently looking forward to another helping of schadenfreude. If my charter school failed, she asked, “Will she do what she does now, which is blame others, vilify everybody else? Or will she take responsibility for what goes wrong?”9 In her eyes, I’d decided to build a house of glass after four years of throwing stones.

To raise the stakes even higher, the UFT had just opened its own charter school, which Weingarten had promised would “dispel the misguided and simplistic notion that the union contract is an impediment to success” with “real, quantifiable student achievement.” The UFT and its archenemy were opening schools virtually simultaneously with starkly different philosophies; it was the ultimate charter school bake-off.

I set about assembling a team by asking the battle-hardened idealists who had worked with me on my campaign and on the council to join me in this new adventure. Most agreed, including Jenny Sedlis, a veteran of both my district office and several of my campaigns, Sheila Lopez, my Education Committee policy analyst, and Thomas Melvin and Sarah Szurpicki, who’d both worked on my borough president campaign. In addition, Joel Greenblatt had recruited PS 65’s principal, Iris Nelson, as an advisor.

There was one person, however, whom I had to let go:



Dear Eric:

As you know, I recently assumed responsibility as Executive Director of Harlem Success. I know I speak for the Board when I say I am enormously grateful for your advice and assistance. Unfortunately, I must terminate our business relationship.

Love,

Your Wife

Eva Moskowitz

Eric had actually told me I had to fire him because, even though he’d been hired by Joel and John, he knew I’d be accused of nepotism if I kept him on. So I took Eric’s advice, but I also wrote:



It is my hope that you will consider being our pro bono legal counsel. Though not financially rewarding, we are a hell of a lot of fun.

Happily, he agreed.

While the plan was for our schools to eventually break even on public funding, we needed money for start-up costs such as furniture, books, and our salaries prior to the school opening. Moreover, our school would initially run a deficit since our funding would be based on enrollment, but some of our costs, such as the salaries of the principal and the office manager, would be fixed. I remembered that when I’d held my labor contract hearings, I’d gotten a congratulatory call from the founder of the Gap, Don Fisher, so I arranged to meet with him. He warned me in advance that he ordinarily only gave money to charters with proven results, but he warmed up to the project when we met. He liked that we were starting with kindergarten because, after years of funding charter schools that started in middle school, he’d concluded that it made more sense to begin earlier. In the end, he agreed to make a tremendously generous $1 million contribution to help us get started. This, in addition to the $1 million that John and Joel were giving annually, put us on sound financial footing.

Now I turned to planning the school. Many charter school founders focus on closing the racial achievement gap but I was also worried about another gap: that between American students and those in countries such as Japan, Singapore, and Finland. Closing that gap would require a very high level of rigor, particularly in math and science. In addition, while many of our students would come from poor families, I didn’t want to design a school that served one class of students, but rather one to which any parent would be proud to send their children.

Being older than most charter school founders, I already had three children, so I thought about what type of education I’d want for them, which made my approach less ideological. Many educators debate what’s most important—conceptual understanding or precision, the rules of grammar or the ability to express one’s own views—but kids need all of these things.

The Success for All reading curriculum was the cornerstone of our program. To fill out the rest of it, I drew from my work on the Education Committee. I’d noticed that science wasn’t taught until middle school in the district schools and, even then, they failed to teach the scientific method of formulating hypotheses and testing them. This was a lost opportunity. Not only do young children develop their critical thinking by studying science, they also love hands-on activities. I therefore decided to have dedicated science teachers provide instruction five days a week, beginning in kindergarten. Finding a curriculum was the next challenge. Many science textbooks were rudimentary and had boring activities such as having students sort fabrics by color and texture. We hired a teacher from Brearley, a renowned private school, to help develop our science curriculum. She concocted more interesting experiments, like determining which fabrics were hardest to clean after being stained with ketchup and mustard!

Remembering how much my own mother had read to me and believing it had played a critical role in my education, I decided to require that parents read to their children and keep a log of what they’d read.

Like most charter schools, we planned to have a longer school day, but rather than devote all the extra time to academics, we intended to use it for sports, music, art, and especially chess—a game Eric had taught our eldest son to play in order to develop his ability to concentrate and think strategically, and which I felt had also boosted his self-confidence. In addition, we decided to have a school uniform to send the message that we expected our students to take school seriously and also so they wouldn’t have to compete to wear the coolest clothes.

Perhaps most important, we needed a school building. Thankfully, New York City had a policy called “co-location” that allowed charter schools to use space in underutilized district school buildings. The city agreed to put us in PS 154, a school operating at 50 percent capacity, but when the UFT got wind of this, they began whipping up opposition. Jenny Sedlis and an assistant attended a meeting regarding our co-location. An aide to a local politician claimed that co-locating us would cause class size at PS 154 to triple. Racial epithets were hurled at Jenny; her assistant, who was African American, was told “to go back to the suburbs.” A motion was then made to eject them, which was accompanied by shouts of “throw ’em out.”

Two weeks later, the UFT followed up with a rally outside PS 154. The UFT had just succeeded in ending my last career. Maybe they’d derail this one too.

Then I suddenly found myself at war on a second front. I’d decided to add the word “Academy” to our name to convey that our school would be academically rigorous. Technically, this required approval from the State Education Department (SED), but since they were responsible for regulating thousands of schools, many of which had very serious academic problems, they hardly had time to worry about something like this. Or so I thought. SED claimed that since one of our board members had observed that we might sometimes call ourselves Harlem Success Academy for short, thus leaving out the words “charter school,” our name change was a nefarious plot to hide the fact that we were a charter school. I protested to SED:



Most schools have a nickname. Girls Preparatory Charter School calls itself Girls Prep. My alma mater, the University of Pennsylvania, calls itself Penn. Harvard University frequently refers to itself simply as Harvard. [N]o one has to my knowledge accused them of trying to hide the fact that they were universities.

SED eventually caved and agreed to our name change. Now maybe you’re saying, “Okay, Eva, they were wrong, but why did you get your knickers in a twist? After all, a name change is pretty trivial.” That, however, was precisely the point: if I’d allowed SED to get involved in something as trivial as a name change, who knew what they’d try to meddle with next.

In Thomas Hardy’s novel Far from the Madding Crowd, a shepherd has a young dog who one night chases the sheep so zealously he runs them right off a cliff. The dog’s error, wrote Hardy, was thinking that “since he was kept for running after sheep, the more he ran after them the better.” Unfortunately, SED’s regulators had fallen prey to the same error of logic. They believed that the more heavily they regulated the better they were doing their job. In fact, regulation is necessary but should be undertaken judiciously, particularly in the case of charter schools since they are supposed to be freed from micromanagement. SED, however, apparently hadn’t gotten the memo.

Meanwhile, I sought to recruit students for our school by visiting day care centers. At one, a woman named Natasha Shannon said to me: “So let me get this straight. You have no building, no principal, no teachers, but you want me to enroll my child in your school?” But despite her understandable skepticism, she did enroll her child, who is now a junior at our high school.

Another challenge was recruiting teachers. Since our founding faculty would set the tone for the school, they had to be strong, so we did everything we could to find them: advertising, going to job fairs, reaching out to our personal networks. Once we found candidates we liked, I tried to make up for the fact that we didn’t have a school by inspiring them with the excitement of starting something new and with our bold vision. It wasn’t easy, but we did manage to hire twelve strong teachers, and while not having a school made hiring harder, those who did sign on were unusually adventurous and idealistic. We also recruited Paul Fucaloro, a veteran teacher at PS 65, the district school Joel had funded.

Meanwhile, I tried to overcome the opposition to our co-location. One local politician suggested it would help if I hired a well-connected insider as an assistant principal. I politely declined. I wasn’t going to turn Success into a patronage mill. A few weeks later, DOE deputy chancellor Garth Harries asked us to accept fewer rooms at PS 154 than we’d previously been offered, but I couldn’t agree to that. The original offer had split the space fairly between Success and PS 154 based on enrollment; I wasn’t going to let the UFT bully us into taking less. Harries pushed back. He claimed that if my child was in a public school where DOE was trying to co-locate a charter school, I’d be opposing it too. I replied that it just so happened that my oldest child was in such a school and I’d refused the entreaties of the other parents to oppose the co-location.

DOE then offered us an alternative site: PS 149 at 118th Street and Lenox Avenue. Fortunately, the UFT chose not to raise a ruckus at this placement, perhaps realizing that if they prevented me from opening a school, they’d deprive themselves of the satisfaction of seeing me fail. Conveniently, Eric and I had just moved to a building in Harlem that was just two blocks south of PS 149.

We had decided to renovate the space we were given because a school’s appearance sets the tone for a school, particularly a new one. It was a frantic rush to get this done by August 21, the day we were set to open, so contractors were practically tripping over one another. Then one day we found men with guns hanging out in our hallway. It turned out they were plainclothes police officers who were conducting surveillance on a drug kingpin across the street. Since the presence of armed men didn’t really mesh with the safe atmosphere we were seeking to convey to our families, we asked the officers to conceal their weapons.

On August 18, the mother of one of our children informed us her son wouldn’t be coming. She lived in the Bronx and her sister, whom she’d been counting on to take her son to school each day, had been murdered. I’d figured our school would be touched by violence, but not before it even opened.

As the first day of school approached, I became increasingly conscious of the difference between debating educational policy in the abstract and running an actual school. It reminded me of the sense of responsibility I’d felt when I’d given birth to my first child and realized that for the next eighteen years I’d be waking up knowing that he was my responsibility. Now I’d be responsible for 165 children.

But while I was nervous, I was also excited and optimistic. We’d planned carefully, created a great curriculum, and hired wonderful teachers. We had a shot, I believed, at accomplishing something truly extraordinary. Filled with this heady froth of hope and terror, I rose early on the morning of August 21, walked the two blocks from my home to our school, and waited for the students to arrive.
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WEEVILS!

2006

At 7:15 a.m. sharp, we opened the doors and in streamed 165 children dressed in our orange and blue uniforms looking happy, energetic, and full of potential. I felt a sudden urge to confess to their parents that while I was going to try my best, I’d never run a school before and didn’t really know what I was doing. Instead, I put on a confident friendly smile, introduced myself, and shook the hand of each child who entered.

Our first task was to match the students with their teachers and, for all of our planning, we’d given this little thought and chaos ensued. Hours later, we discovered we’d mixed up two identical twins.

The days that followed were like some Alice in Wonderland dream. Periodically, loud bells would ring throughout the school, their origin and purpose a mystery. We soon learned it was PS 149’s system for calling the custodian, as if cell phones, beepers, and walkie-talkies hadn’t been invented. In addition, our bathrooms lacked toilet paper, most of our families didn’t turn in logs of the books they were supposed to have read to their children over the summer, and our payments from the city were late, so we had to get an emergency loan from Joel so our teachers’ paychecks didn’t bounce.

On the second day, Paul and I had to serve lunch because most of the cafeteria workers didn’t show; we had to cancel recess because the play yard was strewn with glass from broken bottles; the school nurse called in sick; our office’s vintage air conditioner broke down when temperatures were in the nineties; the mother of one of our students was checked into a psychiatric hospital; and while the toilets now had toilet paper, most had gotten clogged up from actual use.

On the third day, families told us the nearby public libraries were refusing to lend them books because they were borrowing too many. Librarians against excessive reading—who knew?

Wonderful things were happening too, but the pace of events was overwhelming. Here was a report I gave to Joel and John about the next two days:



Good news:

Chess started on Monday. The kids love Mr. Sanchez.

Kids love science!!! They ate herbs today. Only problem was that they reported to parents that they were eating leaves at school and we had to field some concerned parent calls.

Our kids have read 4,626 books!!!!!! 79 percent of our families completed the reading assignments up from 37 percent.

We call when children are not in school by 9 a.m. and we have reduced latenesses from 20 to 2.

Bad news:

We have 2 weak 1st grade teachers. One is extremely emotional (cries every day) and they are inefficient instructors. They don’t know how to use every moment.

[A student] threatened our learning specialist today. [He] made motions to hit her and then jumped from a desk and pulled her hair.

We had another teacher cry today. She lost it. The kids were disobeying. She has 7 special ed boys who misbehave on a regular basis. I am finding a way for more recess. Boys have trouble w academic culture: too much sitting still.

Milk was frozen. Kindergartners cried. Mayhem resulted. Spoke to Miss John. Milk has to be liquid!!!!!

Electricity went down again. Wireless doesn’t work all the time. Rugs were dirty. Had to have a heart to heart with custodian which was: if my rugs aren’t vacuumed, you’re a dead man.

Soccer games: Reserving fields is challenging but we have 3 games scheduled.

Got to bottom of mystery [of] harassing phone calls: a parent. Brought in police. Good God.

And the hits kept on coming. When water started pouring into our office out of an adjacent bathroom, we had to disconnect our newly purchased computer equipment and move it to higher ground. After flooding came pestilence: the snacks DOE had given us for our kids were infested with weevils.

Many of our students still hadn’t received their uniforms, so we fired our uniform provider. Eleven families told us they couldn’t read even a simple picture book to their children because they were illiterate or didn’t speak English. Other parents were belligerent, including a woman who used a string of profanities to tell me what a terrible school I was running since we’d let her grandson lose his gym uniform, a reprimand I took personally since things were going so poorly.

By the end of the second week, I was exhausted. We’d had a parent with a nervous breakdown, broken glass on our play yard, parents not reading to their children, an incompetent uniform company, failing electricity and Internet, a librarian work slowdown, a broken air conditioner, belligerent parents, nonworking toilets, a police stakeout, a cash crisis, a sick nurse, frozen milk, and weevils. Weevils!!!

If this was just two weeks, what would a year be like? And what would it be like when we had not 165 students, but 500 or, God forbid, dozens of schools with thousands of kids as Joel and John wanted? Maybe I wasn’t cut out for this work. Maybe I’d been naïve to think I could run a school with so little experience.

But I couldn’t just fold up my tent, so we went about solving our problems one by one. To get rid of the bell system, we bought walkie-talkies for the custodian and both schools. To end the New York Public Library’s policy of discouraging excessive reading in Harlem, I called its president, Paul LeClerc, who sent down word that this wasn’t in fact official library policy. To help a family whose parents weren’t reading to their child because they’d recently become homeless, I called up the commissioner of housing and got them a housing voucher. To address our nurse’s habitual lateness and inability to identify common childhood ailments like ringworm, I got a new nurse assigned. These successes boosted my spirits. While I was inexperienced, at least I could use my knowledge of city government and the problem-solving skills I’d learned as a council member to support our teachers and help our families.

Next, I spoke to the grandmother of the boy who’d lost his uniform. Her anger, I came to understand, stemmed from anxiety that she’d have to buy a new uniform every week, which she couldn’t afford. I said we’d pay for a replacement uniform and do a better job of helping her grandson keep track of it in the future. Given how she’d treated me, however, I feared she might act belligerently toward our teachers. I explained to her that we really did have her grandson’s best interests at heart, that we were all on the same team, and that in the future, she needed to give us the benefit of the doubt. It’s very important that a school protect its teachers from being mistreated by parents or they become jaded and dispirited, which ultimately hurts kids.

I also worked hard to improve our school’s appearance. A poorly maintained facility suggests that teachers and students aren’t valued and contributes to low expectations. If only half of a school’s light bulbs work, teachers figure it’s okay to prepare for half their classes and parents figure it’s okay for their children to do half their homework. I wanted our facility to communicate that our school was both rigorous and joyful, and to instantly dispel any preconceptions anyone had about urban public schools. This meant having classrooms that were spotless and well lit, hallways that were festooned with student work and colorful banners, and bathrooms that both looked and smelled clean.

Success eluded me at first: I’d complain to the custodian; he’d promise improvements; none would come. Finally, I asked him whether there was anything I could do to help. Yes, he said, I could buy him a better vacuum cleaner, which he probably thought was impossible since district school principals didn’t have the authority to do something like this. I did. Done, I told him. Second, he wanted us to put students’ chairs on the desks at the end of the day to facilitate cleaning. Done, I said. Third, kids had to stop messing up the bathrooms by throwing paper towels all over and failing to “aim.” He was 100 percent right: why should his staff put any effort into keeping our school clean if our students’ conduct suggested they didn’t care if it was clean? We began monitoring our students’ conduct in the bathrooms more closely and instituted a bathroom cleanliness competition between the boys and the girls with the winning gender receiving a golden plunger award. The cleaning gradually improved and we helped the custodian hold his staff accountable by regularly reporting on the quality of their work. We also thanked them for their efforts and this helped them understand that their work really mattered to us.

Another problem we had was getting access to our building’s library, one of dozens the Robin Hood Foundation had built for about $1 million a pop. These libraries were so wonderful that rather than waste them on students, many schools turned them into de facto teachers’ lounges. I got access for our students by threatening to contact Robin Hood, but PS 149’s students had no such luck. This illustrates the danger of indiscriminately providing additional resources to schools; while they may benefit a competently managed school, a dysfunctional school will merely squander them.

My highest priority was creating a school culture that had a low tolerance for laziness and dysfunction and high expectations for student achievement and teacher performance. To accomplish this, I drew on lessons from other pioneers in the charter movement including KIPP, Achievement First, and Uncommon. I learned from them that focusing students on the goal of attending college would help them understand that doing well in school wasn’t just about pleasing one’s teachers but about having a bright future. We took our kids to college campuses starting in kindergarten, referred to grades by the year they would graduate from college (e.g., our kindergartners were the class of 2023), named our classrooms after our teachers’ alma maters, and encouraged our teachers to talk about their college experience and to decorate their classrooms with swag from their alma mater.

We also preached what we dubbed our “ACTION
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