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Introduction

I became a reporter involuntarily. My candidate for Governor of New York (Howard Samuels), with an assist from his campaign manager (me), was clobbered in the Democratic primary by Hugh Carey. That was 1974, and the mere thought of taking a real job, a job in business, for example, terrified me. My God, what do people in business gossip about—Merrill Lynch? I feared I would lose the sense I enjoyed while working for Samuels or for Robert Kennedy in his 1968 presidential campaign, or as executive director of the New York City Off-Track Betting Corporation in the early seventies, or before that as special assistant to the Undersecretary of the U.S. Commerce Department—that work, somehow, was not work. I craved a larger audience than business offered.

So I became a reporter. The pay was lousy. There were no campaign aides to screen calls or type letters. Still, I felt that as a reporter I could affect government policy, could help shape public opinion. I could remain in the thick of a world I liked while avoiding the obsessive concern with how my candidate or government agency looked. No longer would I agonize over what fickle politicians or voters said about my boss. A reporter and columnist is more or less his own boss, freer to say what he thinks. After selling someone else, I was about to become a buyer.

But first I needed a job. Enter Warren Hoge, who was then metropolitan editor of the New York Post. Remembering my brief stint in 1968 as editor and columnist for the now-defunct Manhattan Tribune, Hoge took a gamble and invited me to become the Post’s chief political correspondent. This was November 1974, and for two weeks my starched sentences appeared in the Post. The writing wasn’t so hot, but the stories themselves weren’t bad. Coincidentally, the day my interview with Governor Carey made “the wood” (the front page), I had an encounter with the Post’s publisher (see “Dorothy Schiff: ‘Maybe I Am a Silly Person’ ”) and left the Post.

The independence that Mrs. Schiff provided was excessive. My phone did not ring. As a journalist, I was a nobody. Worse, there was the problem of credibility. Reporters tend to be suspicious of anyone who moves directly from politics to journalism. Would I settle old scores? Would I be “objective”? Was reporting just a springboard back to politics for me? Similar questions have haunted others who have made the switch from politics to journalism, including the better-known Bill Moyers, William Safire, and George Will.

For the next eight months or so, I free-lanced, mostly for The Village Voice, which paid a princely $100 to $300 per piece. I soon learned that to gain credibility with my new colleagues often meant to lose it with former friends. Looking back, I see that I sometimes went too far to prove my mettle. There were times, for instance, when I may have too zealously criticized my former political allies. It took me a while to calm down and stop trying to prove my journalistic manhood.

In September 1975 I became a staff writer for the Voice, producing a weekly “Runnin’ Scared” political column and longer pieces. Late that year I also became a contributing editor to New York magazine. In January 1977, when Australian publisher Rupert Murdoch purchased New York and the Voice, more than forty writers and editors, including me, resigned.

That spring I became a writer for The New Yorker, a weekly (Sunday) columnist for the New York Daily News, and co-host of a weekly interview program on public television (WNET). In March 1979 my first book, The Streets Were Paved with Gold, was published.

If there’s a better line of work, I don’t know of it. I do not have one boss, one beat, or daily deadlines to meet. I enjoy the advantages—the power, the access, the gossip—that I enjoyed in government and politics, but not the disadvantages: too little independence, too many chicken dinners, and an occasional fear of the press.

There are benefits to having been on both sides, not the least of them being the recognition that reporters, like the people we cover, put our pants on one leg at a time. This is the point of a Village Voice essay that I wrote May 3, 1976, and might be an appropriate beginning for this collection about my former profession, my current one, and my city:


I used to be in politics. For the last year or so I’ve been in journalism. It’s often like being in politics.

It is frequently said that politicians and the press are engaged in an adversary relationship. Often they are. But it is surprising how similar the adversaries can be. Politics is sated with prima donnas, headline hunters, ruthless opportunists, thin-skinned cynical egomaniacs; whereas journalism is bursting with prima donnas, headline hunters, ruthless opportunists, thin-skinned cynical egomaniacs.

It was all said in The Front Page. And by A. J. Liebling and Evelyn Waugh.

In the wake of the movie All the President’s Men, it is worth saying again, for that film could lead one to believe that being a journalist is like being Lawrence of Arabia—conquering alien forces, toppling governments. The movie does portray the heroic efforts of two great reporters to get their story and check the abuses of governmental power. But less noticed, it also shows that journalists sometimes act like politicians—or, more precisely, like other members of the human race. Woodward and Bernstein were not exactly choirboys when they shamed a Washington Post secretary into enticing an old boyfriend to providing her a list of all employees working for Richard Nixon’s reelection; nor was Bernstein, when, late one night, he pressured a frightened, middle-aged campaign bookkeeper into giving him information; or when he asked the telephone company for confidential phone records. The movie omitted it, but the book candidly related how they (perhaps illegally) badgered grand jurors in order to extract information about Watergate. When politicians do this we usually call them “ruthless” or “opportunistic.”

The thought that our behavior can be remotely similar to politicians’ offends most journalists, for our job is to judge behavior, to judge what is news. We have no choice but to take on a tone of omniscience as we write of the deceit, lies, deals, and scandals of politicians. But, like politicians, we go to the bathroom, sweat, go bald, get fat, want to pay as little in taxes as possible, and sometimes fudge on our expense accounts.

Some journalists are also bigots, assuming that all politicans are crooks. I was having a phone conversation with Assemblyman Andrew Stein in mid-January, and to prove to me that he was a good guy, Stein blurted, “John Hess [a New York Times investigative reporter] likes me—and he hates all politicians.” I asked Andy whether he would be offended if John Hess expressed surprise that Andy, unlike all Jews, did not have a funny nose?

Yet a John Hess, who has written for [MORE] magazine that the press should be unconcerned about the civil liberties of politicians, is honored as an investigative reporter. Often, he’s been a damn good one. But he would not be accorded the same respect were he to walk around blaring that all editors are crazy.

It’s chic and popular to be antipolitician, and Lord knows, they deserve much of what they get. But it’s also a little too glib, and dishonest. Many of the stereotypes we sling at politicians could, with some modifications, be aimed at journalists. Here are some of them:

1. Politicians are “just interested in headlines.”

Is the press really so different? Like politicians, reporters strive to get their stories on page one. The first time a story of mine made the Voice’s front page, I received a bigger thrill than if my former candidate, Howard Samuels, had landed on page one. Page one can do for a reporter’s reputation and livelihood what it does for a politician’s “name recognition.” And I, like every journalist, want to get back there. David Wise describes the urge in The Politics of Lying: “At 7 P.M. on any given day in Washington, the question on the mind of scores of newspaper correspondents is not ‘What fresh insights into the endless adventures of government did I bring to my readers today?’ but ‘Did I make page one?’ ”

The disease afflicts the best of us. After a lengthy hiatus from daily reporting, Bob Woodward returned to the Washington Post in late September 1975 with a bang. His front-page story trumpeted that Howard Hunt was allegedly ordered by the White House to kill columnist Jack Anderson. On October 1 (to keep his story alive?) Woodward followed with: “The Watergate special prosecutor’s office has begun an investigation of ‘allegations [presumably made by Woodward] that there was a plot to physically injure’ ” Anderson. The story has not surfaced since. When politicians do that we call it “shooting from the hip.”

Like politicians, journalists are subjected to pressures. The politician tries to please his constituents (the voters); a reporter curries favor with his (readers, listeners, viewers, or editors). TV and radio reporters often ask identical questions at press conferences because they want to get on the air as having asked the question that will make news that day; or because they get paid by the number of times they are on the air; or because—like true performers—they wish to create sparks. When Jeff Kamen of WPIX-TV stood up at Ramsey Clark’s March 15 press conference and shouted a barrage of the most aggressively dumb questions I’ve ever heard, he wasn’t in the news business. But it made good theater on the ten-o’clock news. JFK sex stories were a hit in Time magazine. Front-page headlines in the Daily News or The Village Voice are designed to sell newspapers. Sometimes they go overboard. When politicians do that we call them “demagogues.”

2. Politicians are “ruthless.”

Actually, aside from prosecutors, the most ruthless people I know are reporters. Our job is to get a story, and often that means getting a politician. I remember phoning a Bronx judge late one night to ask if he owned a piece of a nursing home. A young boy answered, passing the phone to his nervous father. He had done nothing wrong, he said. He was frightened. So was his wife, who was hovering nearby. The judge mentioned mutual friends, acquaintances, experiences. He told me he had lost money. He sounded like a nice man. Tough shit, Judge. Just give me the facts. Do you own a piece of a nursing home? Period.

Paul O’Dwyer is a fine man. But he’s a lousy City Council president. When I worked in politics, he was a friend. When I became a journalist he became just another person to cover. Because the loyalty system is different in politics or in personal relationships. Paul doesn’t understand that. He hasn’t talked to me in over a year. He probably thinks I’m ruthless, and from his vantage point, he’s right.

Certainly Carl Bernstein was ruthless when he told Leonard Downie, Jr., as recorded in his book The New Muckrakers, “You act differently with different people. I can get along with a cop or a cabinet officer. You adopt different roles and ploys depending on who you’re talking to. You got to know their prejudices and play to them. You got to bullshit some.”

Unbeknownst to his callers, James Reston used to tape some of his phone interviews. Dick Reeves has told of reading memos from the top of government officials’ desks, arguing that if they didn’t want him to see the memos, they should have hidden them. Reporters—like CIA spooks—have been known to get stories by impersonating people: Former Chicago American reporter Harry Romanoff reportedly interviewed the mother of murderer Richard Speck by pretending to be her son’s attorney. When a politician or government official gives a reporter an important piece of information but ties his hands by first saying it is “off the record,” you can be sure that most of us will be able to track down the story. How? By using the information to ask a question of someone else. In that sense, even though we gave our word, nothing is “off the record.” Yet when politicians break their word or pledge to the voters, we call them “liars.”

3. Politicians are “phonies.”

Very often they are. They befriend people they don’t like, they smile, wink, slap a back, kiss a baby. They make nice to people. So, to a lesser degree, do journalists. A journalist’s sources are the equivalent of a politician’s contributors. Reporters, particularly daily reporters, are wary of offending sources who provide valuable information. So reporters sometimes pull their punches in order to get more stories. This is one of Secretary of State Henry Kissinger’s secrets. He continues to do the diplomatic press corps the favor of remaining accessible, thereby co-opting reporters like Marvin Kalb of CBS, who treat Kissinger with undue deference.

Journalists who do profiles take pains to put their subjects at ease. Some will ask the more relaxing questions first. Draw them out on topics they enjoy talking about. Don’t take notes. Feign sympathy. In an article in [MORE], David Alpern described how New York Times reporter Nicholas Gage extracted from Congressman Mario Biaggi confirmation that Biaggi had made a second appearance before a grand jury: “Gage asked first about a number of charges that he knew Biaggi could easily deny. As the congressman began feeling more confident, Gage inquired whether he had been asked about a certain matter at this second grand jury appearance—Gage knew he hadn’t—and Biaggi breezily denied it. After several more irrelevant questions, Gage asked again about the second appearance. Yes, there was one, Biaggi replied, but the particular matter Gage had asked about earlier had positively never come up. And that confirmed the second appearance.”

Bluffing is one tool in the reporter’s arsenal. Granting immunity is another. Many reporters will promise a source immunity (keep his name out of the story) in return for cooperation. Bullying is also used sometimes to threaten an official with negative publicity unless he’ll spill the story. The Times’ Seymour Hersh, one of America’s best investigative reporters, is also known for being one of the biggest bullies. Then there are the flatterers. Time magazine’s Hugh Sidey is the journalistic equivalent of the chief of protocol, making sure that public figures are pleased with the bouquets and soft pillows he places before them.

In addition to the phony reporter, there is the phony story. In 1970, when I was managing Howard Samuels’s unsuccessful campaign for governor (I repeated this feat in 1974), a Daily News reporter phoned to say that he could not make the trip with Samuels to the Brooklyn beaches but wished to write something. He would call later to find out what had happened. He did, and I told him that the candidate was accompanied by five daughters and one son, ate a hot dog, and got a nice reception. The next day’s News featured a story of Samuels being mobbed at the beach, reporting what people said to him and even what his daughters said to the multitudes. The reporter made it up. (I’ve left him nameless—and that’s a “political” decision. It might endanger his job.)

4. Politicians worry too much about their “image.”

Journalists, like politicians, often worry about their image. Last September’s New York magazine killed an unflattering cover of President Ford after there were several attempts on his life. The story was pushed back inside the magazine because the editors feared it would look to the public as if they were taking a shot at Ford. The story ran in full, so there was no question of censorship. But New York’s editors made an essentially “image” decision—just as politicians do when they downplay busing before white Mississippians or hold off a public statement or proposal until the timing is right.

It was an “image” concern of the editors of the Washington Post—as the movie reminds us—that they beat the New York Times to the Watergate story. When Jack Newfield broke the story of the city’s plan to buy Madison Square Garden, a Times City Hall reporter—as one journalist who was there remembers it—shouted at his editor, “I’m not going to do that story and chase the Voice and Newfield.” Image again.

Similarly, most of the press played down the Pike Committee’s CIA report because it had appeared first in another paper. Their justification was that there was nothing new in the report. In truth, many reporters covering the CIA beat had a self-interest in playing down that story because they hadn’t gotten it.

And Joseph Kraft sounded more like a politician concerned about another pol’s image than a syndicated columnist when he reportedly told James Fallows of the Washington Monthly, “Anybody who attacked him [Kissinger in 1974] was running the risk of playing into the hands of the hard-liners. A good many of us accepted that line and pulled punches.”

5. Politicians are more concerned with “shadow than substance.”

Politicians are moved by appearance: The appearance of public support or anger; newspaper editorials, public demonstrations, or calls from political or financial contributors. John Lindsay is often taken as the prototype of the official whose policies were shaped not by “How will it play in Peoria?” but “How will it play in the New York Times?” The former mayor did, after all, appoint the Knapp Commission to study police corruption in order to head off a Times exposé of police corruption.

The same preoccupation with shadow is common to journalism. Both Terry Sanford and Milton Shapp dropped from this year’s presidential derby, complaining that the press ignored the substance of their government proposals and concentrated on the shadow of who was not supporting them. It was hard for the press to take them seriously as presidential candidates. But they have a point in saying the press largely ignored the substance of their ideas. Just as much of the New York press accepted Abe Beame’s campaign slogan that he was a fiscal expert. Press accounts of candidate debates invariably stress personality, not issue conflicts. Trying to attract coverage for the release of a serious campaign position paper is like trying to catch cancer.

So, too, the recent release by Daniel Schorr of the Pike Committee report revealed a press corps preoccupied not with the substance of that scathing document but with Schorr’s motives. Or as David Ignatius eloquently wrote: “We were all bureaucrats now, more concerned about the threat of leaks than with understanding the vital information they conveyed.”

Politicians who behave that way are condemned as “superficial” or “cowards.”

6. Politics is full of “conflicts of interest.”

It is outrageous that political leaders like Pat Cunningham (state Democratic chairman) or Meade Esposito (Brooklyn Democratic leader) or John Calandra (Bronx Republican leader) trade on their political positions of power to fatten their legal or insurance businesses. Nursing-home owner Bernard Bergman enlisted Assembly Speaker Stanley Steingut, Assembly Majority Leader Al Blumenthal, former secretary to the Governor, Robert Douglass, and Senate Finance Chairman John Marchi less for their brains than for their political connections. Banks place legislators on their boards, lobbyists retain legislators’ law firms. The distinction between a politician’s public and private interests becomes blurred.

Real or apparent conflicts of interest are not foreign to reporters, however. State Special Prosecutor Maurice Nadjari, testifying before the State Commission of Investigation on January 27, claimed he never leaked a story to the press. That’s nonsense. Yet how many reporters who had benefited from these leaks said so? In his book Conversations with Kennedy, the Washington Post’s Ben Bradlee describes how—torn between his friend (John Kennedy) and his employer (then Newsweek magazine)—he sometimes cleared stories with his friend. George Douris, the political editor of the Long Island Press, clears the appointment of most Greek-Americans who work in the city administration he covers. Reporters, like politicians, ought to be concerned about even the appearance of conflict of interest. John Hess, Jack Newfield, Pete Hamill, Steve Bauman (WNEW-TV), and Geraldo Rivera (WABC-TV) have all written about Andy Stein and his nursing home-probes. They have all written about the appearance of conflict of interest among politicians. They have all also been regular guests at Stein’s Southampton estate, eating his food, sipping his expensive wine and pear brandy. Most are good and honest reporters. But when Mayor Lindsay hitched a ride on a Bristol-Myers plane, much of the press correctly chided him for failing to be sensitive to the “appearance” of conflict of interest.

7. Politicians have too many “vested interests.”

The press is not always a disinterested observer. It might be interesting to know how many city securities are owned by the media that covered the city’s bout to avoid default. (Both the New York Times and the Daily News, without alerting their readers, invested $500,000 and $100,000, respectively, in city securities.)

Listening to Deputy Police Commissioner Frank McLoughlin talk of the press’s insatiable demand for police press cards is incredible. Everyone—semiretired reporters, desk editors, movie critics—wants one as a mark of status. McLoughlin says he has already given out three thousand because he fears to antagonize the press. But now, he says, the press cards are next to “meaningless.” The White House complains they don’t want to honor them because there are so many that “it is a security risk.”

Press license plates—which grant special parking privileges—are in even greater demand. They were designed to allow reporters to drive quickly to breaking news stories. Instead, they often allow reporters and editors to drive to work. When city commissioners or diplomats abuse their parking privileges, the press becomes indignant. Headlines explode with news of “scandal.”

The national press corps traveling with a presidential candidate often has a stake in that candidate’s reaching the White House. As the candidate moves up, so does the reporter.

Press organizations can also act out of vested interest. When I was executive director of the city’s OTB in 1973, a reporter representing the Inner Circle (an organization of City Hall reporters) called. He expressed surprise that my boss, Howard Samuels, had yet to purchase tickets to their annual dinner. Reminding me what an important affair it was—particularly for a man who hoped to be governor—he suggested we purchase a table for $1,000. I felt like I was being shaken down. Since the good wishes of the city press corps were important to a man running for office, Samuels, at my urging, bought the table. That same year a city Sanitation Department official was forced to resign and was threatened with legal action after City Hall reporters revealed he had urged his employees to buy tickets to a political function.

8. Politicians are “egomaniacs,” too interested in “saving face.”

Lyndon Johnson is the classic example of a politician too proud to admit his policy (in Vietnam) was wrong. Most lies in politics are not coolly planned but rather the result of panic, of people blinded by their own egos or desire not to look bad. It’s called trying to protect your ass. It happens in journalism. As I write this I’m embarrassed. Two week ago I predicted that Pat Cunningham would probably not be reelected state Democratic chairman. Friday, he was. Five years ago Nicholas Gage wrote a front-page story in the Times predicting City Purchase Commissioner Marvin Gersten would be indicted by a federal grand jury. He never was, and the Times never offered an apology. When Assembly Majority Leader Al Blumenthal was indicted by nursing-home Special Prosecutor Joseph Hynes, the Times and the News editorially urged that he step down. In the two weeks since his indictment was dismissed, they—like all of us at the Voice—have remained silent.

At 9:27 P.M. on April 6, the night of the Wisconsin primary, ABC-TV, wanting to be first, rushed on the air with a prediction that Morris Udall had won. At 10:22 P.M. NBC followed suit. In fact, Carter was the winner. That same night this writer partook in the self-indulgence that passes for election-night analysis. Along with writer Jeff Greenfield and the Committee for an Effective Congress’ Russell Hemenway, I appeared on the Barry Gray radio show from 10 P.M. to midnight. As the returns from the Wisconsin and New York primaries trickled in, we gave them instant meaning. We tried to sound informed, but as with ABC and NBC, a lot of it was guesswork. Our opinions changed every couple of minutes, roughly coinciding with the latest fragments coming over the wire. One moment we knowingly portrayed Udall as the big winner. No, it looks like Carter. Or Jackson. Or Humphrey. Then Udall, or Carter, or Jackson was the big loser.

In the morning papers, most political correspondents filed front-page analyses offering the readers their instant interpretations. These reporters wrote their stories at roughly the same hour of night, and, as we did, felt compelled to tell their readers what it all meant before the dust had settled. Like politicians, we find it hard to keep our mouths shut. The instant consensus was that the Carter bandwagon had slowed appreciably, that Hubert Humphrey looked more and more like he might be a deadlocked convention winner—particularly since Carter would fare poorly in the April 27 Pennsylvania primary. As I write, it is now the consensus of national political reporters that the Carter bandwagon is rolling, that he should capture a plurality of the popular vote in Pennsylvania, and that if he does, a Humphrey candidacy may be dead. Politicians who blow elections are pegged as “losers.”

9. Politicians are “thin-skinned” and “overly sensitive to criticism.”

I’ve always found reporters much more sensitive to criticism than politicians—in part because they have less experience with it. I remember talking with my friend Dick Reeves when Time magazine was preparing a press-section profile on him and his book on President Ford. Dick, who can dish it out with the best of them, was plainly worried. “It may be a bad story,” he said. “They’re asking a lot of questions. This guy, Dean Fischer, is asking me questions like ‘How much time did you spend with Ford?’ ” Reeves was genuinely shocked. As was Times reporter Steve Weisman when Alex Cockburn’s Voice column had one small, unflattering reference to him. “I feel like I was punched in the stomach,” Weisman said. Steve, whose brilliant City Hall reporting led the Times day after day, protested, “I’m not a public figure.” Like hell he—we—ain’t. In this media age, most reporters have more power over public policy than the average member of the City Council or state legislature. Mayors and governors at least return our phone calls.

As Gay Talese understood early, those who run the New York Times are powerful, important people whom the public ought to know more about. Yet Abe Rosenthal, the managing editor of the Times, regularly hides from personal profiles. As does Clay Felker, the editor in chief of the Voice and New York and New West magazines. Dorothy Schiff, editor in chief and publisher of the New York Post, consented to a magazine profile several years ago only after winning the right to approve each word prior to publication. During the flap caused by his role in leaking the Pike Papers, Daniel Schorr was interviewed by Laurence Stern of the Washington Post. “Schorr wandered on and off the record,” wrote Bob Kuttner in [MORE], “confirming his role on a background basis but trying to persuade Stern to accept his on-the-record denial that he was the Voice’s source.” When politicians do this we accuse them of trying to “manipulate” and “manage the news.”

10. Politics suffers from “bossism.”

Manhattan Democratic County Leader Frank Rossetti has been called “a boss” in New York Times editorials. Yet a Times editorial endorsement of a Manhattan candidate can deliver more votes than Frank Rossetti’s. The New York Post frequently cites Brooklyn Democratic County Leader Meade Esposito as a “boss.” Yet this February, Mrs. Schiff personally killed an investigative series on supermarkets by reporter Steve Lawrence. Many Post reporters believe the reason she did this was her fear of losing supermarket advertising. When asked for on-the-record comments concerning stories affecting their own paper or its management, most reporters act like cautious civil servants and remain silent. The New York Times recently combined their separate daily and Sunday departments. One of the reasons, reportedly, was that the Times wanted to speak with “one voice.” When government officials instruct employees to forward all press inquiries to the press office, reporters have been known to complain of “censorship.”

Like political bosses, journalists sometimes abuse their power. We abuse our power when we get angry at some personal affront and set out to get a public figure. Truth is, our treatment of politicians is often affected by how cooperative, how personable, a public figure is with us. When he was U.S. Attorney, the press treated Robert Morgenthau as a force for good, in part because he and his office leaked like a Melitta coffeemaker. U.S. Attorney Whitney North Seymour was subjected to generally harsh treatment, in part because he repeatedly lectured and inconvenienced the press, reminding them that leaks were against the law. How much of the general press criticism of the new Woodward-Bernstein book is explained by simple penis envy?



•  •  •

Do these observations apply to all journalists? No. Do they excuse outrages committed by politicians? No. Do lying and arrogance and conflicts of interest exist to the same degree in journalism as in politics? Of course not. Journalists are judged more on the quality of their work, and by a more discerning audience—their editors and fellow journalists. On the other hand, politicians have more checks on their potential abuse of power than do journalists. In politics, a greater premium is placed on personal loyalty. You do favors for people. IOU’s and remembering your friends are part of the glue and currency of politics. In journalism the emphasis is on getting a true story. Personal friendships should not intrude. Politicians are—and should be—held to an even higher standard. They spend public money, swear an oath of office, enter into a public contract when they make promises and seek voter support.

I love being a journalist. I don’t miss political dinners, peddling my candidate (whom I admired) as if I were a fish salesman, picking up the papers each night and going to bed happy if my candidate made page one, or with a churning stomach—if he was attacked. It is more satisfying to be judged on what I do, to sort out and decide what I really think about the substance of a public problem rather than its politics.

Pound for pound there is also more talent in journalism than in politics. Where does one find Murray Kempton’s poetic brilliance, or I. F. Stone’s integrity? Jimmy Breslin is a bully, but he’ll be remembered fifty years from now. So, I hope, will Homer Bigart. Dick Reeves is the most insightful political writer in America. Woodward and Bernstein helped shape the course of history. Gabe Pressman, Sam Roberts, Nora Ephron, Nick Pileggi, David Broder, Leslie Gelb, Mike Royko, Seymour Hersh, Sandy Smith, Donald Barlett and James Steele, Jack Germond, Anthony Lewis, Tim Crouse, George Will, Daniel Schorr, Warren Hoge, Jim Klurfeld, Abe Rosenthal, Dave Shaeffer, James Wieghart, Theodore H. White, Arthur Gelb, Mary McGrory, Mike Wallace, Frank Clines, Steve Weisman, Helen Dudar, Marty Nolan—these are terrific journalists. Thank God we have the New York Times to kick around.

But journalism, like politics, is also a public trust. The public relies on our information to make informed judgments. If the “reality” we convey is shaped by our own “politics”—getting on page one, covering our ass, getting back at someone, making nice to a good source—then we don’t serve our nonvoting constituents.

It’s useful to remember, as I. F. Stone once wrote, that all people are “half-monkey.” In his new book, Leonard Downie, Jr., metropolitan editor of the Washington Post, has a description of two of America’s best reporters, Woodward and Bernstein. They are, he writes, “persistent, insecure, ambitious, resourceful, and manipulative.” That’s a pretty fair description of most successful people.



PART I        

Profiles




The Mayor: Ed Koch

The New Yorker, September 10 and September 17, 1979

Friends and associates of Mayor Edward I. Koch have noticed that when the mayor’s attention wanders during discussions of the city’s fiscal crisis or some other eye-glazing topic, a sure way to bring him back is to change the subject to the mayor. The truth is that the mayor finds himself fascinating. With the possible exception of food—Koch loves to eat and to try new restaurants—his favorite subjects of conversation are himself and his mayoralty. The mayor discusses himself with a readiness that would be striking even in the capitals of self-absorption, Hollywood and Washington, but his pleasure is so undisguised, so childlike, that it seems to charm far more people than it offends. “Ed likes himself,” says Deputy Mayor Philip Toia, meaning it as a compliment. Corporation counsel Allan Schwartz says, “The world started when he became mayor.” One of the things the mayor likes about himself is that despite his climb to the top of the ladder, despite the attention and the power, in his opinion he has remained a regular guy, hasn’t lost the common touch. “I know why I’m popular,” he told me not long ago. “A woman summed it up in a special way on Atlantic Avenue on Sunday—‘Gee, I think you’re terrific.’ So I asked why. She said, ‘Because of the way you do what you’re doing. It’s so easy. There’s no pomposity.’ I think that’s true.” Once, when I asked the mayor to assess the blacks’ struggle for civil rights, his answer to this general question was personal: “First, as you know, I was attacked by some black leaders and newspapers who would give the impression that not only do I have a conflict going but I am not popular. Not true. Neither do I have a conflict nor am I unpopular. Fifty-eight percent of the blacks in the city think I’m doing a very good job.” Edward Costikyan, a Manhattan lawyer, who was co-chairman of Koch’s 1977 campaign for mayor and was promised the post of first deputy mayor, recalls that during all the time they worked together, Koch never once asked him a personal question—about his family, say. Toia and other associates have had the same experience. This is not to say that Koch is not a warm man, good company, unusually candid and accessible. He has many close friends, particularly for a politician. “I don’t think he could have those friendships if he just had a one-way ego,” says David Garth, the media consultant, who numbers the mayor among his clients. Nevertheless, Koch is like the Hollywood director in the old anecdote who barks to an associate, “Enough about me! Let’s talk about you. What do you think of me?” When there is no one around for the mayor to discuss himself with, he talks to a tape recorder. He is dictating his diary, with the intention of writing a book about his first term as mayor, whether or not he is reelected.

Some Koch observers think that the constant focus on me—the “Hi, how’m I doing?” routine he greets people with—reveals an insecure man straining for approval. His decision, after his election, not to appoint a first deputy mayor is explained as a fear of being overshadowed. “I think there’s a basic insecurity there,” Costikyan says. “In areas he doesn’t feel comfortable in, he doesn’t want someone who knows more than he does.” Victor Gotbaum, executive director of District Council 37, the city’s largest municipal union, believes that during the 1978 labor negotiations Koch kept undermining his own negotiators by demonstrating a lack of trust in them—behavior that Gotbaum regarded as evidence of “an insecurity that overcomes his intelligence.” Among those who know the mayor, that is a minority view, and the mayor himself certainly doesn’t share it. When asked to describe his weaknesses, Koch says, “I’m really not able to answer that. I’m really quite satisfied with myself. I like myself.” One of his closest friends recalls the mayor saying, “You know, David Brown”—a former deputy mayor for policy—“thinks I’m a weak manager. You know, I’m a good manager. He’s wrong. I know more about what’s going on in this administration than any of them.” The friend adds, “He is totally secure. He does not go home at night and wrestle with the notion of how he is performing.” Still another slant is offered by an elected official who works closely with Koch. He thinks the mayor is secure with his insecurities. “He is adjusted,” this man says, meaning that Koch is comfortable with himself.

Working from his base of self-approval, the mayor is a combative man—with businessmen, labor leaders, politicians, the city bureaucracy, Jews, blacks, Puerto Ricans, and constituents in general. He quotes Manhattan Representative Charles Rangel as saying of him, “You think he’s mean to you? He’s mean to everybody.” The best politics, Koch believes, is the appearance of no politics. In happy support of Rangel’s statement, the mayor recounts how he ended special police protection for the spiritual leader of one of Brooklyn’s largest Hasidic communities, how he ordered the arrest of blacks who staged a sit-in at City Hall, how he told a minister who jostled him in the Bronx, “Do that again and I put your ass in jail.” Others recall his public complaints about the “idiocy” of the state legislature, and his undiplomatic description, at a news conference, of municipal labor: “The labor unions make large contributions to everybody. They don’t care if you’re Attila the Hun as long as you do what they want.”

When Robert Morgenthau was running for district attorney a few years ago and Koch was campaigning with him in front of Bloomingdale’s, a member of the Progressive Labor party stuck a megaphone in Koch’s ear and shouted, “War criminal! War criminal!”

Koch replied, “—— off!”

Shocked, the young man asked, “Can I repeat that?”

Koch said, “Sure,” and the young man announced through his megaphone, “Congressman Koch just told me to —— off!”

The audience of several hundred burst into applause.

Koch has a wonderful memory for slights. When he was a student at the New York University School of Law, he was offended by what he regarded as anti-Semitism on the part of one of his professors. Koch remembers that this professor told the class, “When I went to school, not every son of a shoemaker or butcher or cloakmaker could go.” Twenty-two years later Congressman Koch was invited to give the convocation speech at the N.Y.U. School of Law graduation. As he delivered his speech, he spotted his former teacher in the audience and made flattering reference to his ability as a raconteur. The old man beamed. But Koch went on, “I remember one of his little comments twenty-two years ago, when he said to this class of eighty-three people, many of them Jewish, many of them Italian, some of them black, that when he went to school not every son of a shoemaker, butcher, or cloakmaker could go. Well, twenty-two years later that school invited this son of a cloakmaker to come back and give this address.” Koch now says, “That gave me a great feeling, I must say. I watched his face. He just shriveled.” An elderly Jewish woman, the grandmother of one of the graduates, took the congressman’s hand and kissed it, thanking him for “saying that.” Koch says, “It was for me very moving. How much crap do people have to take? And isn’t it wonderful to be able to hand it out? I don’t forget. I get even.” Last year Koch got even with Robert Abrams, who was then the borough president of the Bronx and was running for state attorney general. “He had screwed me in 1977,” Koch says. “I remember well. He called the day he was endorsing Mario Cuomo. I said, ‘Bobby, I can’t understand that. You and I have worked together for years.’ I said, ‘I’m not going to argue, but I think you’re making a terrible mistake. And, as you know, the wheel turns.’ Then he came to see me when he was running in the primary for attorney general. He asked for my endorsement. I said, ‘Bobby, don’t you remember I told you the wheel turns? It has turned. No, I won’t support you.’ After I do that, the slate is clean. I wipe it clean after the wheel has turned.” He is now a friend of Abrams.

Koch can recite what someone said or wrote about him, specifying when, and sometimes even what page it was printed on. When I said something to him recently about his extraordinary memory, he recalled the time he ran into the comedian Mel Brooks and his wife, Anne Bancroft, at Maxim’s, in Paris. “Remember when we met in the Village at my brownstone?” Brooks inquired. Yes, Koch remembered. It was 1962, and Koch was trying to get signatures on petitions for a futile race he was making for the Assembly. As he knocked at the door, “a monster dog” rushed by, pursued by Brooks and Bancroft. Koch, a stranger, joined in the chase. “That’s when Annie and I signed your petition,” Brooks reminded Koch. The three of them sat at Maxim’s and reminisced. “I didn’t say it,” Koch told me, “but he signed. She didn’t. I remember.”

What he says he rarely forgives is a “personal insult”—the “vile” rumors of homosexuality he blames Cuomo for spreading in the mayoral race, the “disloyalty” of former Mayor John Lindsay in supporting Koch’s congressional opponent after Koch had bravely endorsed Lindsay for mayor, the “lies” about the sincerity of his commitment to civil rights and the death penalty which were propagated by writers for The Village Voice. Someone he has found it especially difficult to forgive, for what he regards as “a betrayal,” is Queens Representative Benjamin Rosenthal. When Koch and Rosenthal were in Congress together, they were close friends. As mayor, Koch used to invite the Rosenthals to stay overnight at Gracie Mansion. The chief of the city’s Washington office, Julian Spirer (whom many at City Hall consider inadequate), was hired with the encouragement of Rosenthal, from whose staff he came. The friendship was poisoned last November, however, when Nat Hentoff, of the Voice, wrote a flattering article about Brooklyn Representative Elizabeth Holtzman. Near the end of the article, which appeared on November 27, Hentoff reported that she took exception to Koch’s support of the death penalty. He wrote:


I told her of a conversation I’d had with Congressman Ben Rosenthal this summer [at Cape Cod]. “I’m a good friend of Ed,” Rosenthal said, “and I campaigned with him in the mayoralty race. But I was a little troubled one day at an old people’s center in Queens when Ed was doing his death plebiscite. You know, ‘How many here are for the death penalty?’ he says as he raises his own arm. Something must have shown on my face because Ed leaned toward me and whispered through his teeth, ‘Listen, this is the only way I can get in.’ ”



The mayor exploded. On November 27 he dictated this letter to Rosenthal:


DEAR BEN:

No one has ever done me as great disservice as you have done if you are accurately reported by Nat Hentoff in this week’s Village Voice.

The comment which you allegedly attribute to me was never made by me. Therefore, what you have done is to give support to those hostile to me who simply could not accept my support of the death penalty. They will now say that my support was hypocritical when, in fact, it was not. And how can I ever convince anyone that I did not say what you purport I said. After all, yours was the testimony of a friend.… I also want you to know that you have severely damaged our relationship. Your call this morning indicating that you were sorry you had made a statement capable of such interpretation, but did not believe it had the implications others and myself see, was distressing to me. If in fact you were not accurately quoted, I would appreciate your advising Nat Hentoff in writing of that and sending me a copy of that letter.

Sincerely,           
EDWARD I. KOCH
MAYOR



On November 30 Rosenthal dispatched a letter to the editor of the Voice, with a copy to Koch. It read, in part: “Some people apparently feel that my comment implied that Ed Koch was less than totally committed to his support of the death penalty, and was inappropriately using that issue in the mayoral campaign.” He said he wanted to “assure” Voice readers that Koch gave “his complete intellectual and moral commitment to the death penalty.” He went on: “I did believe, however, that the death penalty was an irrelevant issue to raise in the mayoral campaign, and I told Ed so at the time.” He concluded by testifying to Koch’s “integrity and sincerity,” and added: “Nothing has happened to change that opinion.” Scrawled on a covering note to Koch was this handwritten message: “I don’t want to keep repeating myself—but, I am overwhelmingly regretful about my comments to Hentoff. I will never go to Cape Cod again.”

Koch was not swayed. Coolly, he noted that Rosenthal, in his letter to the Voice, did not deny saying what Hentoff quoted him as saying. With a lawyer’s precision, Koch dissected Rosenthal’s predicament: “Either he calls me a liar or he calls himself a liar. Either way, it’s unforgivable.”

Koch, as Booth Tarkington said of Teddy Roosevelt, enjoys “the fun of hating,” and this worries some of his friends. “What bothers me most about him is the depth of his dislikes,” says one of his closest out-of-government advisers. “There’s a certain unforgivingness toward political enemies that worries me. I think that when you win a campaign you don’t have to go to bed with everybody. But I believe you shake hands. He’s got to grow out of that. A man who holds public trust can’t afford it. You have a greater responsibility. You cannot afford personal feuds when sometime or other you might need a chit for the city. Koch gets even. The Kennedys were the same way. And it’s stupid as hell.”

Sometimes, however, Koch forgives. Last March, after Lieutenant Governor Mario Cuomo’s daughter was mugged for the second time, Koch wrote a personal note expressing sympathy and inviting Cuomo to bury the hatchet over lunch. Koch’s anger with Rosenthal, too, was eased to a certain extent when the two men had lunch during a visit to Washington that Koch made late last winter.

Because of his prominent nose and almost bare egg-shaped head, Koch is often described as looking like Frank Perdue, the chicken man. But the patches of hair on each side of Perdue’s head lie flat, as if ironed; Koch’s hair sticks out, curling like bedsprings. Perdue’s face is taut, lined, and colorless; Koch’s is puffy and smooth, with a pinkish glow. Whether or not he looks like Perdue, there is no question that the mayor has some of the traits that Perdue attributes to himself on television. Koch is a fussbudget and a stickler for detail. For instance, his mail is screened to a certain extent, of course, but he reads and answers every piece that reaches his desk. “I acknowledge every note,” he says. “You know why I do it? Because people don’t believe a mayor sees the mail. They think there’s this gigantic maw and shredder at City Hall. When we came in, there were thousands of unanswered letters downstairs. My understanding was that the Beame administration’s position was not to answer substantive questions, so as not to be on record. Answering my mail is not a fetish. It’s purposeful. Besides, it’s gracious.”

No list of the mayor’s personality traits would be complete that did not include tenacity. An example of Koch’s willingness to persevere past the point at which others would surrender occurred one August night in 1971, when he was a member of Congress. He had been invited to sit on the dais at an important dinner, and he was eager not to be late. He had flown up from Washington, gone to his Greenwich Village apartment to shave and change, and was hurrying across Washington Square Park on his way to take the Sixth Avenue subway uptown to the Americana Hotel. It was a warm evening, the park was crowded with people, and it was only about six o’clock—early enough so that he would probably have time to circulate among the dinner guests during the cocktail hour. Suddenly, blocking his path, Koch recalls, was “a big black guy—every time I tell the story he gets bigger.”

“Give me a quarter!” the man demanded.

“No,” Koch responded instinctively.

Whereupon the stranger lifted two ham-size fists and warned, “Give me a quarter, man, or I’m going to beat the hell out of you.”

Thoughts raced through Koch’s mind: I really should give him a quarter. No, I’m an officer of the law! Koch steeled himself and said, “No. I’m Congressman Koch, and I’m going to have you arrested.”

The panhandler looked at Koch as if he were crazy. Apparently unaccustomed to rejection, he dropped his fists, turned, and retreated.

Koch, relieved, hurried a dozen or so steps farther, then stopped. No, I’ve got to have him arrested, he insisted to himself, scanning the park for a cop. Seeing none, he retraced the route taken by the man, who by this time had collected two quarters from more pliant subjects, had left the park, and was heading up Fifth Avenue. The man noticed the lanky, bald-headed nut he had just met in the park giving chase, and stopped to throw him a menacing stare. But Koch kept coming. Reaching Eighth Street, the man turned toward Broadway, and Koch leaped into the street to flag a passing patrol car. “I’m Congressman Koch,” he told the two cops in the patrol car. “I’ve just been hustled in the park and I want to have the guy arrested. He tried to extort money from me.”

“You know how long that will take?” one cop asked.

“Yes, and I don’t care,” said Koch. “I’m supposed to be on a dais at West Fifty-third Street at six-thirty and I’d appreciate your rushing it through, but I don’t care.”

“Get in.”

The patrol car sped along Eighth Street and pulled up beside the man.

“I didn’t do it!” the man exclaimed as he was surrounded.

“That’s him,” Koch said.

The cops bundled the man into the back seat. Koch jumped into the front seat, and they drove to the 6th Precinct, in Greenwich Village, where the prisoner became aggressive and boisterous. “You keep that up and I’m gonna take you into the back room,” one policeman warned. Koch, a devoted civil libertarian, remembers thinking, Ya know, I won’t stop him.

After the booking at the precinct house, the panhandler, Koch, and the cops drove down to the Criminal Courts Building, at 100 Centre Street. In the courtroom during the arraignment, as Koch was looking at his watch, the assistant district attorney who was handling the case ambled over to him and said, “Boy, are you lucky! He’s pleading guilty to harassment.” Harassment is a violation, which is less than a misdemeanor; the guilty plea meant no regular visits to the courtroom.

Koch, standing in front of the bench, said, “Tell the judge, please, I’d like to make a statement.”

“You can’t make a statement,” said the assistant D.A.

“You tell the judge that Congressman Koch would like to make a statement!”

The judge, who had seemed to be asleep, sprang to life. “Oh, by all means,” he said.

“Your Honor, I’m here because I’m angry,” Koch said, and he went on to outline his concern for the citizens who visit the park and for the obligations of citizenship.

“Oh, yes, it’s terrible,” the judge responded. He turned to the defendant and said sternly, “If you ever come into my court again …” He gave the man a $50 fine.

Not bad, Koch thought. A steep fine.

A Legal Aid attorney pleaded, “Your Honor, my client, who is gainfully employed, does not have the money with him. Can he have a little time to pay?” The defendant was granted three weeks.

Koch was in a hurry to leave the courtroom, as was the defendant. They walked out simultaneously, and Koch recalls, “He sort of smiles at me, this defendant. I couldn’t figure out why, but he smiles.”

Koch arrived late for the dinner, but he did not forget the incident. He waited three weeks and then wrote to the clerk of the Criminal Court inquiring whether the fine had been paid. For a week, there was no answer. Koch dictated another letter, this time to the administrative judge, David Ross, enclosing a copy of his earlier letter and requesting an answer. Within days Koch received an answer from the clerk of the court: “I’m sorry our response was delayed. We were hoping he would come in and pay the fine. He did not. We investigated and found that he gave us a false name and address. So we have now issued a warrant for his arrest.”

Now Koch understood the defendant’s smile. “This is bizarre,” he said not long ago. “They don’t know who he is. They don’t know where he lives. But they’ve issued a warrant for his arrest.” Koch laughs at the incident but not at the controversy it caused. When the encounter received notice in the newspapers, many of Koch’s liberal Greenwich Village constituents were outraged. “One thing I’ll never forgive you for is arresting that guy,” a liberal friend sternly admonished him. “It was vicious to pursue a black man. All he wanted was a quarter.”

When I asked Koch not long ago how he dealt with such constituents, he said, “I stood my ground. You call it confrontation. I don’t think it is confrontation at all to say, ‘Look, that’s a lot of crap.’ Sure they’re gonna yell. But people enjoy it. I enjoy it. My views are not steel-encased. I’m willing to change. But it’s the head-on discussion that sets me apart from others.”

Still, Koch is just as capable of being evasive as the next politician—as he has been on the issue of rent control. One day several months ago, when Koch was sitting around with his friend Daniel Wolf, the founding editor of The Village Voice, I asked him how he squared his belief in the profit motive with his implacable opposition to lifting rent control, which some landlords say prevents them from making a profit. Koch, who pays just $257 a month for his rent-controlled Village apartment, has even opposed a means test for those tenants who might be able to afford a higher rent. Did he really believe his rhetoric, I asked, and if not, wasn’t he hypocritical?

“You’re right,” he blurted. “There are so many inequities under rent control, and I’m going to deal with them in this term.”

“You have to understand,” said Wolf, “Ed came up through Village politics.”

“I didn’t say I was perfect,” Koch said.

“Some things,” Wolf said, “are so explosive …”

“You temper some matters,” Koch said.

Why was rent control so politically explosive?

“People don’t listen to a long explanation,” Koch said. “It’s not possible, in the course of an election, to discourse on rent control. What is possible is anything you say beyond the barest essentials will be thrown out of context and you’ll spend the whole campaign defending. It’s just one of those gut issues.”

Like capital punishment. The “bare essentials” throughout Koch’s 1977 mayoral campaign consisted in asking for a show of hands by those who agreed that murderers should be put to death. Similarly, there was little real discussion of rent control in the campaign, because almost 70 percent of all city apartments are rent-controlled or rent-stabilized.

Koch continued to temper his true views, which were that rent control should be modified. Last February he asked the City Council to extend the current rent-control and rent-stabilization laws for another three years. In April his Planning Commission chairman, Robert F. Wagner, Jr., suggested that rent control may be to blame for abandoned housing. Already, 8 percent of the city’s multiple dwellings had been abandoned by private landlords, making City Hall New York’s largest owner of residential buildings. In late June, Koch began to match public words with his private convictions, announcing that he planned to submit to the City Council legislation that would permit owners of the city’s 400,000 or so rent-controlled apartments to charge higher but still regulated rents. “The price of fuel oil has increased approximately thirty-three percent between April 1978 and April 1979, and has created an intolerable financial pressure on many owners,” Koch said.

Koch prides himself on a lack of guile—by which he means, he says, that he doesn’t employ “duplicity or artifice.” But he adds, “I want to make it clear. I’m not Billy Budd. Billy Budd was a schmuck!” Indeed, Koch can be sly. This quality was evident when he ran against Whitney North Seymour for Congress in 1968. He tells about the race in oral memoirs that were taped for the Oral History Research Office of Columbia University in 1975 and 1976 and are to remain under seal at the university until 1996. Koch has a transcription of them, however, and he recently permitted me to read it and to quote from it. Koch recalls in the memoirs that the Republican nominee asked Koch to accept an impartial arbitration procedure to determine unfair campaign charges.


I figure, Well, this calls for one-upmanship. So I write back saying, “Your offer does not go far enough. Not only must we have a system whereby we can call for arbitration but no literature can be printed and published before the other has seen it if it mentions the other’s name.” You have to understand why I did this. I had no intention of ever mentioning his name.



Since Seymour had sponsored ample legislation as a state senator, while Koch had few bills to his credit as a member of the City Council, Koch guessed that Seymour would seek to contrast his legislative record with Koch’s. Negotiations got under way with Robert Ruskin, who had served as Seymour’s campaign manager in the primary.

“Oh, we’re not going to give you our literature in advance,” Ruskin protested.

“Only if it has my name on it, remember,” said Koch.

“No, we’re not going to do that,” Ruskin insisted.


I said, “Well, then I’m going to have to take this up with Seymour. I’m sure his ethics are going to insist on accepting what I consider to be a very reasonable proposal.” Seymour gets on the phone, and I said, “Listen, I believe it would be an outrage for you or I to attack one another in an unfair way. I don’t expect it to happen, but if [it does] we’re left with nothing to do except to complain after the election. What good is that?” So he concurred. And we signed the letter of agreement that no literature mentioning the other person could be issued in advance of having been approved by the other person as not violating this code of conduct.

Now we’re two weeks before the election, and Seymour sends over his literature. I don’t have to send mine over, because I don’t mention him at all. What is his literature? It’s beautifully done—he had a lot of money. It is, as I assumed it would be, a comparison of records in very nice column form.



Seymour, as Koch recalls, boasted of passing a hundred and twenty-five bills and noted that Koch had passed very few; he mentioned his family status—married, two children—and listed Koch as single.

Koch picked up the phone and shouted at Seymour, “This literature isn’t fair! You cannot publish it!”

“What do you mean it’s unfair?” said Seymour, puzzled.


I say, “What does your hundred and twenty-five bills and my [few] bills have to do with this election? I am not running on the legislation that I enacted. I am running on my community record. You are comparing apples and oranges. I consider that to be unfair. I will not permit you to use that equation. I demand that you have in that literature all of my community services—the tenant groups that I served on pro bono and my involvement in saving Washington Square Park.” I’d give him a hundred and thirty-seven projects that I’d been involved in to compare with his hundred and twenty-five bills. And I said, “What does your family status have to do with this election? Why should you have in your literature that you’re married and you’ve got two kids and that I’m single? I consider that an outrage. That’s got to be removed from the literature.” He said, “That’s ridiculous.” I said, “Well, I demand arbitration.” You have to understand: there’s no time for arbitration. By the time we have arbitration, the election is over, but he had agreed to it. He begins to scream. I said, “I will not permit this literature, which violates our agreement, to be published. Send it over to the arbitrators.”

Seymour said, “There is no time for that. I tell you what we’ll do. You write your side of the literature, and we’ll print it the way you think you ought to be displayed.”

You have to understand what this meant. We took his literature—his column was left unchanged, except I think he removed the family status, but everything else stayed in there—and we wrote my credentials on his literature. So if he had a hundred and twenty-five pieces of legislation, I had a hundred and thirty-seven community projects next to it. On Election Day, I was handing out his literature.



Ed Koch, the second of three children, was born in the Bronx in 1924. His parents, Louis and Joyce Koch, were immigrants from Poland, and the family was very poor. Koch says of his father, “He was the hardest worker I know. Always had two jobs.” In the twenties Louis Koch was a partner in a fur business. Joyce Koch worked in the garment industry, and scraped together enough to pay a tutor to teach her to read and write English. When the Depression came, Louis’s fur business collapsed, and the family was forced to move with relatives to Newark. Nine of them shared a two-bedroom walk-up apartment at 90 Spruce Street, in a poor neighborhood that, Koch remembers, was about 50 percent black. Louis Koch worked part time in the fur industry, and at night the family, including Ed, aged twelve, went to work at a hat-check concession in Krueger’s Auditorium, on Belmont Avenue, which was operated by an uncle. “My uncle, who was not such a nice person, sold this hat-check concession to us on terms that were just onerous,” says Koch. “People paid to have their hats and coats checked, and we lived on tips. And this is in the Depression—very tough. First they pay to get in. And then they come and we hat-check. It was very demeaning. It was demeaning to ask people, as we did, ‘Don’t forget the hat-check boys.’ That left a trauma, I must say. To live on the largesse of people is something that I consider demeaning. But I was very good at it. I’ve always been a very hard worker.” Four members of the family worked until two or three o’clock every morning, scrimping and saving for a year until they had enough money to move to a nicer walk-up of their own, at 61 Milford Avenue in Newark.

In 1941 the Koches moved to Ocean Parkway in Brooklyn. Ed Koch began to work his way through City College by selling shoes, but in 1943 he left to join the Army. When he returned, three years later, as a decorated sergeant, Koch moved in with his parents and entered the N.Y.U. School of Law. He graduated in 1948, and embarked on a legal career, continuing to live at home until 1956, when he found himself an apartment in Greenwich Village. There he gravitated to reform Democratic politics, volunteering to work for Adlai Stevenson in 1956 and joining the Village Independent Democrats, a reform club that was then waging an uphill struggle against the New York County and Greenwich Village Democratic establishment led by Carmine De Sapio. Among his passionate VID colleagues, Koch became known as a “hair shirt”—an irritant who insisted on preaching to the already committed, constantly reminding them of their devotion to ending “bossism,” patronage, and smoke-filled rooms. Today Koch laughs at his priggishness, yet his favorite words remain judgmental: “vile,” “outrage,” “betrayed,” “richies,” “unforgivable,” “schmuck.”

But Koch was different from most of his fellow reformers: he had a sense of humor. Even his laugh was distinctive: “Heh-eh-eh-eh-eh”—the sound of a car ignition that fails to catch. He was capable of beguiling people with his lack of guile. “When I first saw him I didn’t like him,” says John Lo Cicero, who is now a friend and one of his aides. “He was campaigning in the street for Mayor Robert Wagner in 1961. Without a loudspeaker he was shouting, and everyone could hear him. I thought he was shrill.” A few years later they met, and Koch invited Lo Cicero to join the VID. “You want me to join because I’m Italian,” said Lo Cicero, who was well
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