
[image: image]



PRAISE FOR FRANCIS J. GREENBURGER
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—Helmut Jahn, architect, 50 West Street
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—Senator Cory Booker

“Francis Greenburger’s range of interests and influence is vast, touching the worlds of real estate, literature, art, and the international exchange of art and ideas. Francis is an almost instinctual developer of new things: he develops buildings, cultural institutions, and vehicles for progressive social change . . . with elegance—and all without ever wasting a single word—which makes his opinions and guidance on arts ventures such as Art Omi and MASS MoCA exceedingly valuable.”

—Joseph Thompson, director, MASS MoCA

“Francis Greenburger is a good friend, an innovative thinker, and a great partner. I don’t admire him; I envy him.”

—Charles Benenson, real estate developer and investor and Time Equities Inc. Strategic Partner,
The Benenson Capital Company

“I and my family have been investors with Francis since the mid-1970s and our investments with him are the bedrock of our investment portfolio. The returns from our investments with him have supported three generations of my family through thick and thin. He is a person of exceptional integrity and insight.”

—Debra Chwast, investor

“With the guidance of Francis Greenburger and his team, we have created eight cutting-edge residential condominium towers and a luxury hotel in the King West area of Toronto. I am proud to be a strategic partner with TEI and I look forward to years of investing and building together. Francis is thoughtful, decisive, and fearless.”

—Peter Freed, Time Equities Inc. Strategic Partner,
Freed Developments

“What I most enjoyed about [Risk Game] is that it didn’t read like an autobiography or a biography. There were so many vivid scenes and wonderful dialogue that it was very much novelistic.”

—Luke Rhinehart, author of The Dice Man
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All the events and people in this book are real and told accurately to the best of the author’s memory and ability. A few names and identifying details have been changed.
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Prologue

EXPECT THE UNEXPECTED
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Apart from the caissons jutting out from the ground, the site was completely blank and silent. The enormous metal pipes that dove fifty feet down into the earth at the tip of Manhattan were exposed and useless with nothing to anchor them to the solid bedrock below. Around the empty construction site a locked fence signaled the end of progress.

This was 50 West—my legacy project as a real estate entrepreneur, a sixty-four-story tower of glass and steel that was going to alter the city skyline. It was supposed to embody my career in real estate that began with leasing office space as a sixteen-year-old high school dropout; meandered through close calls, generous mentors, terrible disappointments, and moments of great luck; and arrived at success beyond any expectation. Only, 50 West had become a $500 million mud puddle.

I had seen my share of wild swings over the course of my fifty years in the business, but the radical shift from the abundance of money during the housing bubble to the global debt crisis set off by losses in the US subprime mortgage market was, to put it mildly, unexpected and unprecedented. As a seasoned developer and investor, I knew all too well that markets can turn on a dime. And I had spent my career always looking over my shoulder for signs of trouble and keeping an ear to the ground for the sounds of crumbling economic conditions. Even so, I completely missed the signs of this disaster that I experienced through the very expensive prism of 50 West.

When, in January of 2008, we began demolishing the three buildings on the site that sat across the street from Manhattan’s Battery Park area, I was full of optimism. And why shouldn’t I have been? Arranging the financing for the project had been a given. Despite the size of the project, which cost more than $6 million in architectural plans alone, it was only a question of which bank we would allow to give us the money. That’s how flush the times were. As the starchitects we solicited to join a competition to design the property unveiled their plans before me, I felt the amazing sensation of being at the start of something great. And when my wife Isabelle and I saw the Helmut Jahn entry, I was overcome with a sense of possibility as soaring as the tower itself: We were going to do something great.

Six months later, construction workers were driving the caissons into the ground. Later that summer, truckloads of earth were dragged out of the ground and carted away as we started excavating the site for the foundation of the skyscraper.

Then on September 15, Lehman Brothers filed for Chapter 11 in the largest bankruptcy in US history, and the world got really strange really quickly. That autumn, when many investment banks fell as fast as the leaves on the trees, I made the decision to shutter everything at 50 West. As high as I had felt when I was surveying the plans for the skyscraper was as low as I’d sunk while putting a stop to its building.

There remained $15 million undrawn and available on the pre-development loan I had on the property to design and build the foundation (the plan had been to phase into a full construction loan to go straight up once the foundation was complete). I had to pull everyone off the site and begin the painful process of unwinding the long list of contracts we had with engineers, architects, and construction companies, because the last thing any developer wants is to have a half-built building when the money runs out.
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Early sketches of 50 West by Helmut Jahn

I was acting prudently (a few virtues were all I seemed to have left), but as soon as I halted construction, the bank with whom we had a $55 million loan balance sent us a letter stating we were in default. With ongoing construction as a stipulation of our loan agreement, they were entitled to foreclose on the land. The blindness of bureaucracy! My options were limited. The property was appraised at $150 million, but that meant very little in the post-Lehman paralysis. The property was actually worth nothing, since I couldn’t have sold it to myself in that moment. Money that once flowed freely had dried up overnight. I had to sort this out while also resolving hundreds of millions of dollars of other development commitments I was trying to undo—and this was only one out of my two hundred properties that I had to shepherd through an international financial collapse.

I can conceptualize numbers in an instant. Many people are very good at producing spreadsheets, but they never know whether the assumptions generated by the computer program are actually correct. I am able to look at a spreadsheet with a hundred numbers and home right in on a mistake as if it were circled in red. Real estate is all about deal making based on whether the numbers make sense, so I am fortunate to possess this gift. But the problem of 50 West was about more than numbers.

I acquired the property early in the real estate boom of the 1980s when my first major line of bank credit made it possible for me to purchase properties once out of my reach. My business grew exponentially as I closed on buildings and converted them into co-ops at a breakneck speed. Even during this heady period, the $2 million I offered for 50 West (originally a lot that included a three-story building and the twelve-story Crystal Building at 47 West Street, internally connected to the eight-story building at 74 Washington Street) represented the biggest deal of my career up to that point.

The challenge of making such a big acquisition, however, was the least dramatic aspect of the property’s tumultuous journey.

The first, and worst, chapter came immediately after the terrible events of 9/11. What began with me watching the unimaginable—the second plane hitting the World Trade Center moments after I dropped my small children at their school downtown—ended with the reordering of my priorities and responsibilities in a way I hadn’t ever done before. I had to reach deep inside myself to create stability among chaos and some sense of safety in a suddenly terrifying world. People all over the city—and the country—were doing the same. In my case, however, that included monitoring all of our buildings downtown with only limited access because the army had sealed off the area.

Only two blocks away from where the World Trade Center had stood, the Crystal Building was located in the very last section of the city to be reopened. It was so close that debris from the towers had landed on its roof. So for six months, no one could get anywhere near the building where I had begun to convert some of the vacant units into living lofts. Understandably, nearly everyone moved out.

I had fallen off financial precipices before and survived them (battered and bruised but intact). This one, though, was different. The emotional toll was greater than even I realized at the time. As I fought daily to find solutions to an endless list of financial demands and crises, almost imperceptibly I slipped into a depression. Unlike in the past, I now had an expanded world of responsibilities that included not only an entire staff, as well as children, friends, and relatives who relied upon me, but also a range of charitable organizations for which I was the major lifeline. Even though it wasn’t going to alter the fate of a billion-dollar real estate company, I busily set about cutting personal expenses.

It took nearly four years before I was ready to move ahead with the original plan and renovate the Crystal Building for a full residential condo conversion, which was what I was set to do when someone who worked for me suggested another plan: Demolish all the buildings on the lot and make one very, very tall building. Now, I had just spent years digging out of a financial and emotional hole (more like an abyss). Did I really want to do something as big and bold as, literally, aiming for the sky?

I listened carefully to the argument for building a skyscraper on the site (I always listen to other people’s ideas because that is how you happen upon good ones)—and the argument was persuasive. The zoning of the lot itself allowed for a forty-story building. However, it sat right next to the Battery Park Tunnel, which possessed an astounding 2 million feet of air rights. The way air rights work in New York City is that every piece of land has the right to build a certain-size building on it. If any of those rights aren’t used, they can be transferred to an adjacent property owner. The tunnel’s large entrance and lack of buildings accounted for its huge number of air rights; if we could buy 150,000 of them, it would translate into a tower that would be among the tallest residential buildings in the city.

Although it wasn’t the most conservative decision in the world, and I was just off a huge economic crisis, I wanted to do it. Make a skyscraper. Perhaps I was thirsting for optimism after such a dark time (and really, what’s more optimistic than a skyscraper?), but in the end I made a deeply personal decision to pursue the project—more for a sense of personal accomplishment than for financial gain.

The first step was getting those air rights. The Manhattan Transit Authority (MTA)—the public-benefit corporation run by a board recommended by various elected officials—controlled them (or so we thought), even though the MTA was barely aware they had them when we presented the idea. Because the MTA needed the money, and the city was fully in support of any developer interested in rebuilding Lower Manhattan, things moved forward quickly and smoothly.

That is, until the MTA inexplicably reversed itself out of the blue. When I asked the person from the organization who called why the deal was off, he said they were worried the MTA might need the rights one day to use them in some other way. With 1,850,000 feet of rights left, the fear seemed ludicrous. They could have built the Tower of Babel if they wanted to. I tried to argue the point, but logic is no match for bureaucracy.

It looked like we were going to have to resign ourselves to an alternate, shorter version of the tower that didn’t utilize the adjacent air rights until I met an architect who had a connection to the chairman of the MTA, Peter Kalikow. Through him I got an appointment with Kalikow, who was also president of one of New York’s biggest real estate firms. After I made my presentation on 50 West, he looked at the plan and his staff, then said, “What’s wrong with this?”

The yes that had turned into a no was back to yes. After working out a few more glitches (like the small one when the MTA discovered it was actually the city that owned the air rights and the MTA just had the ability to use them), in a process that took years, we finally made it to the last stop: a vote by the city council. Not surprisingly, the council started renegotiating the price of the air rights (one rule of real estate is that everyone renegotiates). More surprising was how wildly aggressive they were. The result was more months of long nights spent going back and forth. Often in real estate negotiations where the other party feels they have the upper hand, they aren’t satisfied until they see you bleed. With these air rights, however, I was beginning to hemorrhage. Even after we came to another agreement, the bloodletting wasn’t quite over.

Two days before the deadline for tax incentives we were counting on in building the tower, a city councilman appeared out of nowhere with another demand for community benefits before passing the deal. So we negotiated up until the very last minute; the council voted in favor of our assuming rights at ten o’clock the last day before we would become ineligible for a special real estate tax program the city was offering in Lower Manhattan.

There were many times I thought it wouldn’t happen and many more that I wanted to give up out of sheer frustration, but three years after the initial idea to build a tower, we got approval to start construction on the $500 million building. And then six months later, before the foundation was completed, the economy collapsed. Left with a pile of debt instead of a building, I faced a major dilemma. Should I throw more money onto the pile or cut my losses there and then?

One of the dangers of the real estate business is that often you are competing against people who have money but are not that knowledgeable. It’s a counterintuitive idea. Yet those with money (the only barrier to entry into the real estate market) but no experience in the buying and selling of property drive up prices because they want to get in on “the action”—and their power lies in their checkbook. If you pay a certain amount simply because the guy next door has paid it, you will not survive this ruthless industry that has created far more bankruptcies than it has billionaires. Saying no is the most important judgment you make. On the other hand, nothing happens until you say yes. Risk is an undeniable fact of real estate, mitigated only by having your own view of the market and believing in your instinct.

I have made my fortune from seeing value where others never thought to look. I pioneered the New York co-op market by taking apartments that no one dreamed anyone would ever buy, such as walk-up tenements in the West Village and housing complexes in middle-class black neighborhoods, and turning them into lucrative investments. In the process, I not only earned the title of King of Co-ops but also helped transform the city’s landscape from neglected rentals to prized homes.

It’s my life’s work to find value where others don’t. The unknown authors and agents that I enlisted to build up my father’s literary agency after his death; the unrecognized talents who have turned Omi, my artists’ colony upstate, into an internationally prominent cultural center; and those discarded in prisons or the political underdogs I have championed: All have brought an unparalleled richness to my existence.

I don’t give up easily—not on people or properties—and I wasn’t ready to give up on 50 West, not even after a global financial crisis made the land practically worthless. I struck a deal with the lender even though they were initially calling for me to either turn over the property or pay the $55 million I owed them, which I didn’t have. Instead, I convinced the bank to sign a new agreement that turned the short-term line of credit for the foundation into a regular land loan. I offered up $10 million in good-faith pay-downs and a personal guarantee of $22 million to secure the loan, and I agreed to pay a higher interest rate.

Everyone told me I was crazy. Why would I pay $3 million a year in interest alone, in addition to property taxes and insurance that totaled another $2 million annually, for a piece of land with no income on it? Why take the risk when I could be done with the whole mess by giving it back?

Because that land was my chance to fulfill a dream of building an iconic skyscraper. Plus, I thought, one day it was going to be worth a hell of a lot more.


Chapter 1

EARLY REMEMBRANCES OF THINGS PAST
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My father accompanied the writer out of his office.

“Sandy, this book is going to be a big, big best seller,” the writer said to my father. “Big. Not just in Europe but here in America too. I’m going to make us lots of money. You’ll see.”

“Yes, yes, Lazi,” my father said with a slight note of skepticism.

The Hungarian writer Ladislas Faragó had made his name as a foreign correspondent in 1935 covering the Ethiopian-Italian War, an assignment he turned into a historically important and wildly popular book, Abyssinia on the Eve. But he was as much an old friend of my father’s as a valued client of Sanford J. Greenburger, my father’s literary agency. So Dad took special care in showing him to the door, walking past my desk, where I was busy balancing the agency’s checkbook, and my mother, who was tending to her usual administrative work. Faragó kissed her hand in the old-fashioned style before he was hustled out the door by my father—just as Leo was entering.

“What brought the Hungarian schemer?” Leo, lighting a cigarette, asked once my father returned.

It was true; Faragó, who had written many best-selling books on military history and espionage (including, later on, Patton: Ordeal and Triumph), had picked up a trick or two from his reporting. An expert on propaganda and other methods of using the mind as a weapon, he was assigned during World War II to a unit engaged in psychological warfare against the Japanese. When it came to his own business affairs, he was no less stealthy. Once, he sneaked into my father’s office and helped himself to the company checkbook, writing a check to himself and forging my father’s signature. Although the sum was not large, my father was perpetually broke, so even small amounts were a problem.

“Ah, Lazi’s okay,” my father said.

“You know, one can be a good writer and still not be a good person,” Leo said.

Leo Frischauer did not mince words. In fact, offering up his opinion, solicited or otherwise, was about all Leo ever did. Each day he arrived like clockwork to my father’s small office on 42nd Street that was half literary agency and half café for a variety of European intelligentsia, even though technically he didn’t work there. In the context of the parade of writers and publishers who created a constant flow of smoke, gossip, and eccentricity, it wasn’t odd that Leo had a desk but no title or work responsibilities. Efficiency was never a priority at the agency.

I watched my father and Leo smoke and talk as if this were new and exciting territory and not how they had spent every day of their lives for the last twenty years. I never asked my father how he felt about Leo; he was kind of just a given.

Like most everything else in the office, Leo’s story was mythic, unconventional, and not at all clear. My hazy understanding was that Leo—who came from a family of wunderkind that included Paul, a well-known novelist, and Eddie, a champion bridge player who helped Austria bring home the 1937 world title—had made a huge sum of money as a very young lawyer in Vienna. He wanted to celebrate his windfall by taking his girlfriend on a trip around the world, but his mother disapproved. His girlfriend then committed suicide, which, although something of a Viennese habit during that period, gave Leo such a virulent hatred of money that he gave all of his away. Over five o’clock tumblers of whiskey, there were tales of Leo leaving the equivalent of a $100,000 tip for his favorite waitress at his regular café in Vienna. Once the money was gone, Leo decided he didn’t want to work anymore. Ever again.

When Leo first came to New York, he went to see my father, who knew his brother Paul. He walked into the office, introduced himself, and then asked my father whether he could come the next morning to read the newspaper.

“Sure,” my father said.

He came the following day and every day for the next fifty-odd years to read the newspaper. Leo not only read the newspaper, he read each edition of every newspaper. One of his early jobs in Vienna had been working at a daily, reading the competition to see whether there were any stories they had missed. Leo had loved this job and acted for the rest of his life as if he still had it. He even had an arrangement with the newspaper delivery trucks that came to the office building so that he didn’t need to wait until the paper arrived at the newsstand. The truck driver was instructed to hand the latest edition to Leo waiting for it in front of the building.

I loved Leo, who spent his days smoking relentlessly, refusing to use an ashtray, preferring instead to let the ash on his cigarette dangle perilously until it ultimately fell onto his chest, which he patted into his suit—and he’d been wearing the same suit for as long as I’d known him, which was my entire life. His indulgent style extended to me, for which I, the son of a cautious father who was sometimes hard to communicate with, was grateful. One of Leo’s and my favorite hobbies was throwing paper planes out the window of the thirtieth floor when the agency was located on 42nd Street. Watching our planes drift into the New York Public Library never got old with us.
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Leo Frischauer at the literary agency

As Leo and my father continued their debate on Faragó’s merits beyond writing, I returned to my bookkeeping. I had already entered the precious few checks we had received that day, paid the office’s electric bill and a lawyer’s fee, and prepared statements for a few authors. It was rudimentary work that I could have done in my sleep. Numbers, to me, were simple; unlike my father’s clients, they either added up or they didn’t.

My father assigned value in ways that rarely made a profit. Indeed, his decisions usually translated into disaster for my ledger. It hadn’t started that way. His agency, which began in 1932, received a remarkable stroke of luck with the advent of World War II. While devastating for most of Europe, the war provided my father with an incredible opportunity. Because authors from the Axis powers couldn’t receive royalties from sales of their books in the United States, German, French, and Italian publishing houses needed someone to hold the money until the war ended.

Because of my father’s many European friends, he and a man named Marcel Aubry serendipitously found themselves approached by some of the continent’s biggest and most venerable publishers to hold their copyrights until their countries were no longer enemy territory and subject to the US alien property withholding regulations. Gallimard in France hired Aubry and my father to represent them in the United States, and almost overnight the greatest minds of the twentieth century, such as Albert Camus, Simone de Beauvoir, Jean-Paul Sartre, and Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, were among my father’s first clients. He also represented the estates of Franz Kafka and Alfred Adler.

My father’s salon sensibility made him a perfect American counterpart to European publishers. After the war, he maintained his transatlantic affairs, not only continuing to represent their authors but also pioneering the editorial scouting business by advising European publishing houses on the best American writers to translate and publish for their markets. But if he had the right literary temperament, my father remained a poor businessman, constantly settling for too little compensation or loaning money to his authors, who were anything but good for it.

I had resolved to talk to my father about one issue in particular that could no longer be ignored—the agency’s longtime deal with Rowohlt Verlag. Faragó’s surprise visit temporarily delayed the discussion, but as soon as Leo agreed to disagree with my father, who returned to his office, I got up from my desk and walked the four steps it took me to arrive at his door. I had to act fast since I didn’t know who or what might distract my father next.

“Dad, can I talk to you for a second?”

“Come in. Sit, sit.”

He put the Saturday Evening Post he’d been reading back on top of a stack of other papers and magazines, including the New Yorker, New York Times, Herald Tribune, and Publishers Weekly. When he wasn’t chatting with Leo or any of the other characters that took up his day, his nose was always in the papers or magazines, not books. He preferred the excerpts in the Saturday Evening Post or the New Yorker to the whole works. Although he loved publishing and books, I never saw him reading one.

“I think Leo is being too hard on Lazi,” he said. “No one is saying he’s a saint. But any man who won’t give up chasing the Nazis is okay by me. Lazi continues to find new revelations about those bastards when everyone else says World War II is over. Over? Tell that to the victims. Saints are boring and so is their writing. Boredom is the root of all evil, as they say.”

I didn’t know where this was going, but with my father it could go on for quite a while, and I had business to discuss.

“Dad.” I cut him off. “Are you aware of how much Rowohlt is paying us a month?”

“Sure.”

“Three hundred a month.”

“Right, three hundred a month.”

“It’s a very, very small amount.”

“Well, it’s something, isn’t it? And it comes on time every month. That’s worth quite a lot in this business. We had a French publisher who was paying us $500, but the problem was that we never got paid. They never gave us the money they were supposed to. With Rowohlt, the paycheck is sure and steady.”

I felt my frustration level rising rapidly. Talking to Father was always complicated and roundabout. For him, choosing a morning pastry could inspire a lengthy monologue. He loved to reason things out to interesting arguments although not necessarily logical ones. I wasn’t in the mood right now to ride the endless merry-go-round.

“It might have been good during the war, but it’s not enough for the work we do—keeping track of all their foreign rights contracts here in the US and advising them on what American books to buy for their territory. We have to renegotiate our contract.”

“Oh, Francis, I don’t know . . .”

“Look, you can’t make money this way. Rowohlt is not a charity. But it’s turning us into one.”

My father leaned back in his worn leather chair and gave me a look that was not easily discernible: part confusion and part dismay, yes. But did I also detect an undercurrent of pride? People get into the book business for different reasons. For my father, it definitely wasn’t for money. Though it didn’t seem to be about books either. It was always more about people than anything else.

Wherever he went, my father created a club. Before he married my mother, quite a number of people had keys to his apartment and stayed there unannounced whenever they were in New York. In fact, for the first year or so of my mother and father’s relationship, people were constantly showing up who had the key but didn’t know that he was now married.

There were many iterations of this hospitality: Leo, unaffordable loans to friends, and forgiving almost any character flaw. Even my father’s fluency in three languages fed his social reach. I admired my father’s generosity with his friends.

Born to Hungarian immigrants living in Glens Falls, New York, he learned to speak his parents’ native language while spending his formative years in Hungary following what must go down as the most poorly timed holiday in history: When my father was ten years old, the family went on vacation to their native country. World War I broke out, and they were stuck there until peace was declared.

Later, my father attended Columbia, where he studied German, the language he, my mother, and Leo spoke much of the time. After university, he started his career as a press secretary for the successful actor, director, and producer Leslie Howard. He then worked as a story editor in New York for Warner Brothers during the late twenties, until he hung out his own shingle in the form of Sanford J. Greenburger, Literary Agent.
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My father, Sanford Greenburger

Sitting across from me at his desk, my father put his hands up in defeat. The contemplative nature that kept my father meandering through the vagaries of life and in good company with his writers invariably bowed to my bolder American directness.

“Okay, fine. You’re in charge of the numbers,” he said. “I’ll call Ledig and ask for an increase to $350.”

“Let me call.”

“Excuse me?”

“I’m going to ask for $1,500 a month,” I said. “And bonuses if the books we recommend are successful in Germany.”

A look of amusement sparked in my father’s eyes and just as quickly went out. He knew I was serious and that I understood things he didn’t. So we agreed I would talk to Heinrich Maria Ledig-Rowohlt.

Although the head of Germany’s most prestigious publishing house was regarded as one of the great publishers of the twentieth century, having published everybody from Ernest Hemingway to Marilyn French (and he was friends with all of them: Baldwin, Nabokov, Havel), I was undaunted. Out of all the big names and personalities that came through my father’s door, he was the one who became a mentor and more. There was something in the fantastic story of how he came to his position that I related to.

Ledig, whose name means “unmarried” in German, was the illegitimate son of Ernst Rowohlt, the founder of the Rowohlt Verlag publishing house—a fact that he was unaware of until he turned nineteen. A year or two before that, he had approached his mother, a well-known German actress, Maria Ledig, about his dream career.

“I don’t know why, but I want to go into the book business.”

“Well, let me see whether I can help,” his mother replied.

She called the old man and said, “Look. Your son wants to work in publishing.”

“Send him over,” Rowohlt said. “But don’t tell him who I am.”

So off Ledig went to work at Rowohlt’s publishing house, thinking a friend of his mother’s got him the position. After a year or so on the job, he received a call that he was wanted at the big boss’s office. Right away. He was scared out of his wits; this was autocratic Germany, where lower-level employees weren’t summoned by the head of the company.

Once Ledig was inside the dark, imposing office, Rowohlt did not exchange pleasantries but barked out an order: “Sit in my chair.”

“What?” asked Ledig, wondering what kind of torture he had in store for him.

“Sit in that chair!”

Germans do not disobey. Ledig walked around the other side of the desk and sat down.

“How does it feel?” Rowohlt asked.

That was how Ledig found out he had unwittingly entered into the family business. He worked side by side with his father, tacking his last name on after a hyphen, until the war, when the company ceased operations after the Nazis blacklisted it for its books by communists, Jews, pacifists, and other types of untermenschen whose works were un-German. Ledig, drafted into the army with which he served on the Russian front, was the first publisher to get permission after the war from American occupation officials to resume publishing books. Although printed on low-grade paper, they were wildly popular with Germans desperate for new novels. Rowohlt the father, meanwhile, set up his own operation in Germany’s British zone, creating something of a literary father-son conflict. Eventually, though, they merged their operations into one, which Ledig took over after his father’s death in 1960.

Even among his peers of top international publishers, Ledig cut an extremely elegant figure with his tailored suit and custom-made shirt that always remained crisp no matter how long his day. Ledig brought a sense of occasion to everything. He and his second wife, Jane, were the king and queen of European publishing. Jane, who came from an extremely wealthy family (her father, a British banker, put up the collateral for a fledgling company that became England’s third largest British electronics firm), possessed a level of glamour and luxury that I thought only existed in the movies. She was always about the best of the best, buying couture dresses until they couldn’t fit into her closet and wearing a different piece of jewelry every time I saw her. She also made sure every aspect of Ledig’s existence was in high style. Later in life, when I visited them at their stunning eighteenth-century Swiss villa, Château de Lavigny, which I did often, I discovered the pleasures of the elegance with which Jane ran her household. Every morning, delicious hot coffee or tea, freshly squeezed orange juice, homemade pastries, and fine Swiss chocolate, all served on delicate china, were delivered to me while I still lay in my Porthault bedsheets. Jane gave the staff the guests’ breakfast choice the night before because she didn’t get up until noon, at best. (Jane tried her best to refine me as well; in the eighties I traveled to the château so she could introduce me to her Swiss bankers. But when I came downstairs for the lunch meeting she had planned, wearing khaki pants, a blue blazer, and no necktie, Jane took one look at me and said, “We aren’t gardening. Hurry up and change.” I ran upstairs and put on a dark blue suit and tie for the Swiss bankers, who, as it turned out, were extremely formally dressed.)
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H. M. Ledig-Rowohlt launching a book in 1968

Courtesy of Foundation H. M. & J. Ledig-Rowohlt

Whenever Ledig came to New York, I would act as his aide-de-camp: ordering flowers for whomever he had dined with the night before, picking up his shirts from the laundry, or procuring tickets to the best show on Broadway. I learned firsthand the habits of a man with the ultimate style and grace. Much more enriching, however, were the long conversations we used to have. I couldn’t believe a man of such importance was willing to spend so much time talking to me. I discovered that his impeccable manners began with his extraordinary willingness to listen.

(Ultimately, Ledig and Jane became like second parents to me, helping me plan my trips in Europe right down to what were the “best” hotels to stay in in Venice, London, and Paris. The Connaught in London required a “personal” introduction, which Ledig provided me with. I learned many things from Ledig and Jane, including the difference between elegance and affluence. But most of all I learned how they valued people for their intelligence and personality.)

By the time my father and I had agreed to renegotiate our contract with Rowohlt Verlag, my relationship with Ledig had evolved into one with father-son undertones. Because of his generosity and obvious fondness for me, I had full confidence when I sat him down during his visit to New York.

“Ledig,” I said. “Look. We’re in desperate financial trouble here.”

“You are?” he responded with genuine concern.

“We can’t exist with the money that you’re paying us.”

After I showed him the numbers (for here was a man who, unlike my father, had some sense of what business cost), he agreed, and we got an increase from $300 to $1,500 a month, which helped for a while.

That was 1962. I was twelve years old.
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I was a prodigy. A term usually reserved for child musicians or chess players, it perfectly described my early aptitude for business. I always had a job—or three. Money was my security blanket.

Working gave me a purpose. It grounded me in a topsy-turvy world that threatened to come completely apart when in second grade I developed a fear of elementary school. The phobia was not of crowds or cafeterias or chalk dust but of the very idea of school itself. I simply refused to go. I’d stay in bed, or sometimes my parents would coax me out of the house, saying, “We’re just going for a walk.” Then they’d walk me to the school, which was only two blocks from our house in Forest Hills, Queens. A hundred feet from the school, I’d refuse to budge.

The Board of Education assigned a child psychologist to find out the problem that kept me out of school for six months, but I guess he didn’t get too far because the principal of my school asked me to come in for a conference. I agreed to hear the man out.

“Listen, Francis,” the principal said to me in his office. “I know you had a really good time in kindergarten and were very close to your teacher. What if we gave you the job of kindergarten monitor, working with Miss Brooks? Would you come back on that basis?”

I thought that was an okay deal, so we shook on it and I returned to school, where I spent a couple of weeks assisting Miss Brooks until one day when the principal came into our classroom.

“It’s time for you to go upstairs,” he said.

“What are you talking about?”

“You’ve gotten over your fear. It’s time for you to go to your regular classes.”

“No way!”

He grabbed me and dragged me upstairs to my other horrible class where he forced me into my seat. At lunchtime, I escaped, ran home, and took matters into my own hands. Using the phone book, I found the number for the central Board of Education and called. After I asked for the president, I was connected to his secretary.

“I’ve been abused by the principal of my school,” I explained.

People were sensitive to that word even back then. The secretary immediately patched me through to the president and I told him the story. My principal was investigated, but it didn’t change anything; I still had to go to school.

I don’t know what precipitated my strange relationship with school. Later in life, a therapist posited that I was insecure about my relationship with my mother. There certainly was a lot to be insecure about.

My mother’s great desire in life, as far as I could tell, was to be a writer. It seemed to me she wrote for my entire childhood, although during that time she only published one book in 1973. A Private Treason was a memoir detailing her war years and why she chose to reject her native Germany when the Nazis came to power.

There was nothing in my mother’s background to suggest such a rebellion. Born Ingrid Grütefien into a solidly bourgeois Berlin family (her father was a journalist and her grandfather an architect), as a young woman she made the bold decision to leave Germany in the thirties because she found the specter of Nazi politics anathema. Her leaving, and where that took her, defined the rest of her life.

After a short stop in Vienna—just long enough to start studying medicine, get married to another medical student, and divorce him—she left medical school and moved on to France, which by then had been invaded by the Germans. In a house in the Brécourt near Grenoble at the foot of the French Alps where Resistance fighters were hiding out, my mother fell in love with one—André Dubreuil. Their affair was the stuff of big-screen romance. Separation and reunion. Heroism and the constant threat of death. “We saw in the other’s eyes that the fears each tried to keep to himself lay bared,” my mother wrote in her book. “We reached for each other, but our embraces could not comfort, because they were forever perhaps the last embrace.”

Their affair ended when André was tragically killed in the mountains of the Vercors while waiting on news of the invasion of Normandy right before the end of World War II. Still, he remained the love of my mother’s life. And the father of her first child.

My half brother, André, never met his father, who died while my mother was in her first weeks of pregnancy. Still, the man remained a permanent shadow lurking around our house the entire time I was growing up. My mother and father fought constantly with, or over, my brother, whom she aptly called André since he was in her eyes the reincarnation of her dead lover. (My brother’s legal name, written on his original birth certificate, was Patric-André. As explained to him by
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