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“Democracy is the worst form of government, except for all those other forms that have been tried from time to time.”
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PROLOGUE

IN THE SUMMER OF 2009, New York State was in what could only be called a horrible mess. In March of that year, Eliot Spitzer, the state’s highly intelligent and highly aggressive governor, had been forced to resign in the midst of a prostitution scandal. Spitzer’s lieutenant governor, David Paterson, succeeded him and got off to a shaky start. Having served in the New York State Senate, Paterson understood state politics, but he lacked executive experience and faced formidable problems. Democrats and Republicans each held thirty-one seats in the state Senate. The chamber was deadlocked, its leadership was in dispute, and the self-seeking horse-trading that resulted was of the kind that gives politics a bad name. The country faced economic collapse, and the State of New York had a rapidly growing budget deficit. The deepening political and economic morass presented the most serious mix of challenges that the state had faced since its economic capital, New York City, almost went bankrupt in the mid-1970s.

In July, with the post of lieutenant governor vacant, Paterson asked me to accept the job. If he became unable to serve, he said, the issue of succession was critical. He could not risk the claim that he should be succeeded by the Senate majority leader, at a time when the Senate was bitterly divided over the question of just who the majority leader was. He wanted me, in particular, to be his lieutenant governor because I had experience relevant to what he called a “staggering” and “unprecedented” fiscal crisis. He thought that my knowledge of government and capital markets would be valuable and that I could be, as he later put it, a “credible bridge to the financial, business, and labor communities” in the state.

The post of lieutenant governor offered neither power nor glamour. In fact, as I understood it, New York’s lieutenant governors had very little power to do anything at all. So, if New York’s government was in such an abysmal state and the job was so thankless, why did I take it? And when my term was over, why, instead of returning to the pleasant dilemma of cabinet-making versus golf, did I prevail on my friend Paul Volcker to join me in a three-year study to explain many of the reasons for the chronic fiscal dysfunction in New York and other states?

The answers to these questions are embedded in this book. During a career that stretched from my volunteering in Adlai Stevenson’s 1952 presidential campaign to the day when my term as lieutenant governor ended, I was consistently drawn to public service and periodically engaged in it, sometimes in just an advisory role and at other times seven days a week. When I was asked by a governor or a mayor to undertake a public task, I rarely said no.

In the past sixty years, I have done many things and found that I had the temperament to enjoy many different worlds—law, construction, real estate, labor, politics, and government. I loved crunching the numbers that held the key to the financial condition of public and private organizations. I relished negotiations, in labor or politics, that lasted late into the night. And, in truth, I was competitive and easily bored. Public life offered contests and excitement on a scale the private sector could rarely match. Above all, it offered a real sense of purpose.

There have been constants in my career: an interest in politics, the values instilled in me by my parents, and a love of learning. It amazes me that seemingly disconnected experiences and relationships have so often converged in ways that helped me address the public challenges described in this book. Sadly, it also amazes me that the public problems I encountered in New York thirty and forty years ago are so similar to those faced by cities and states today. The stories I recount here are not just episodes in New York history. These past crises taught fundamental lessons about the consequences of underestimating the costs of providing public benefits, failing to balance recurring expenditures with recurring revenues, and failing to invest sufficiently in education and the public infrastructure. Our present crisis could have been avoided if those lessons had been learned.

Still more striking, however, is the extent to which the experience of the public challenges I have faced has reinforced my faith in democratic politics and my belief that politics, the art and science of government, is to be respected, not demeaned. In a democracy, if you insist on being above politics, you cannot govern well.

The American democracy has overcome many problems and difficulties, by and large without sacrificing democratic principles and processes. But our current fiscal crisis, in the states as well as the federal government, poses a fundamental challenge to those principles and processes. The nation and its states have made social commitments that are admirable but exceed government’s current financial resources. The media focus on national budget issues, but it is the states and their local governments that bear most of the responsibility for delivering essential services to our citizens. Thus, a major challenge to our democracy, in state capitals at least as much as in Washington, is the question of how a free society can reduce benefits for some and increase burdens for others without tearing unacceptably at the social fabric. Recent events—the bankruptcy of Detroit, the Philadelphia school district’s having to borrow in order to open its schools for the year, the acknowledgment that there is no way for a state like Illinois to make its promised pension payments to its retirees—demonstrate with increasing drama that the absence of fiscal sustainability among state and local governments is an unaddressed problem of growing seriousness.

The things I’ve seen and the lessons I’ve learned may bear on this question. There is little gossip in this book, but I do offer a candid insider’s account. The book is one part personal memoir, one part a dissection of the reasons why we seem unable to be honest with ourselves about the gap between the government services we demand and the taxes we are willing to pay, and one part an account of how democracy works, and that it has worked, does work, and must work. If half of my sixty years’ worth of lessons concerns the existential seriousness of the fiscal problems that now face the American democracy, the other half offers the conclusion that individuals can make a difference in the way democracy copes with the challenge. This is not just a feel-good exhortation to be an upstanding citizen but something much more specific, drawn from the lessons of a lifetime.

Anyone reading this book is likely to have skills that can contribute to the process of addressing public problems. But many such readers may have developed a certain amount of contempt for the political process. In a city like New York, this contempt is the default attitude among the professional classes.

When business or financial leaders gather, their frustrations with government, whether federal, state, or local, are almost invariably high on the list of topics of conversation. And people involved in commerce are not the only complainers. Doctors complain about the dealings that medical professionals are required to have with government. Architects complain about the need to deal with the legislation and regulations produced by their states and localities and the officials who enforce them. Lawyers who are paid to mediate their clients’ problems with government are well acquainted with its operations and ready to describe its irrationalities in detail.

Particular complaints may or may not be justified. As a whole, however, they are made in a tone—resigned, condescending, dismissive, or outraged—that would be more appropriate from the resentful subjects of an authoritarian regime than from citizens of a democracy, who have it within our power to ameliorate whatever ticks us off.

The amelioration begins with a respect for the political process, despite its frustrations and occasional corruptions, and a willingness to participate in it. I hope that what is written here will convince some that this participation is not just an obligation but in many instances a source of immense satisfaction. And it is the only way democracy can work.


1

Beginnings

IN THE SPRING OF 1951, I staged what passed in my family for a rebellion. Having just graduated from high school in New York City, I was supposed to be headed for the Ivy League, or at least one of the big state universities. Instead, I chose Oberlin College, thirty-five miles southwest of Cleveland, Ohio. I thought I was going to rural America, where I would meet real people. I wanted to transcend my New York roots.

I should have known they couldn’t be shed so easily. They were planted too deep.
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IN 1885 MY GRANDFATHER, Joseph Ravitch, emigrated from Russia at the age of seventeen to escape the pogroms and went into the business of making sidewalk gratings and manhole covers. He prospered in the 1920s, and in 1925 he founded a small-time contracting business for his son, nephew, and son-in-law. It became the HRH Construction Corporation. When the Great Depression came, my grandfather went bankrupt and never fully recovered, financially or emotionally. But he left a durable legacy for the family and New York City. One day in the 1960s, I was walking on Allen Street in Lower Manhattan when I came across a sidewalk grating inscribed “Ravitch Brothers, 17 Mangin Street.” I had it removed and installed at Waterside, a project I built in Manhattan almost fifty years later.

My father, Saul, built some of the landmarks on Central Park West, including the famous double-towered Beresford and San Remo apartment buildings. Many of his projects were owned by the Bank of United States, a bank founded in 1913 by Jewish immigrants that served many newcomers to the country. Its customers may have thought that the name signified government backing, but in fact the bank lacked not only the backing of the US government but also the support of the rest of the banking industry. When the bank crashed at the beginning of the Depression, Wall Street’s other bankers refused to bail it out.

When it failed, the bank owed HRH thousands of dollars, which the bank didn’t have. In place of the funds, our family was granted four apartments at 15 West 81st Street, where we never had to pay rent. I spent my childhood there, on the broad street overlooking the American Museum of Natural History, in the block where they still inflate the balloons for the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade. One street west on Columbus Avenue, the El, one of four New York pre-subway elevated trains, rumbled its way from Lower Manhattan to Harlem.

We kids had the neighborhood wired. We knew the Good Humor man, the cops, the guy who sold newspapers and comics, the deli man, the candy man, and everyone else of critical value to a child in the streets of New York.

More than a half-century after playing in those streets, I climbed into a rented limousine at 6:00 one morning on my way to a board meeting in Princeton, New Jersey. The driver took a look at me and yelled, “Dickie! Don’t you remember me?”

I didn’t.

“It’s Ziggy! Alan Ziegenfeld, Dickie! We played stoop ball on 82nd Street!”

Now I remembered. Ziggy and Dickie reminisced all the way to Princeton. There are a lot of Ziggies in my life. As I write this, I am eighty years old; I know a lot of New Yorkers.

My mother, Sylvia Lerner, grew up in Dodgers territory—Flatbush, Brooklyn. We visited her family on weekends. My grandfather Samuel Lerner took me to Coney Island on Sundays. He was a gregarious man with many friends to show for it. He began his career as a postman and was promoted to the cavernous US Post Office on Eighth Avenue and 34th Street. On the late shift one night, he got a phone call from a man who introduced himself as Otto Abraham. He was a stockbroker, Abraham said. His firm had mistakenly put an envelope of bonds in the US Mail. They were bearer bonds. They could be turned into cash by anyone who laid hands on them. Could my grandfather find the envelope?

He found it, hand-delivered it to Abraham, and ended up moonlighting in Abraham’s office as a stockbroker. My grandfather turned out to be a great customer’s man and started working for Abraham & Co. full time. He and grandma moved to a nice apartment on the Upper West Side.

My mother lived several generations before her time. She got her BA from Hunter College, then a master’s degree, writing her thesis on Geoffrey Chaucer. She was a beautiful woman who played the cello and sculpted. My father was different; he loved his building business, his golf, and his family. After a hard day at the office, he wanted nothing more than to relax in the living room with us. He came to my high school baseball and basketball games and took me to see the Yankees and Dodgers play. He occasionally brought me along when he played golf with his buddies, though the game would hold no interest for me until sixty years later.

On December 7, 1941, a cold Sunday when I was eight years old, Dad took me to a Giants football game at the Polo Grounds. As the game went on, the Giants fell further behind the Brooklyn Dodgers—yes, there were football Dodgers back then—and a kind of murmuring swept through the stands. The radio reports had leaked into the stadium, and by halftime most of the 55,000 people in attendance had a lot more than football on their minds. The announcer began calling for generals and admirals to contact their offices, but many had already heard the news: just before the kickoff, at dawn in the central Pacific, Japan had launched its raid on Pearl Harbor.

My father, who was then forty-one, volunteered. He was commissioned as a Navy officer and assigned to the 55th Naval Construction Battalion, the newly formed Seabees. Across the Pacific, this new force of engineers and builders landed right behind the Marines to construct runways, roads, bridges, and other infrastructure needed by the invading US troops.

While Dad and his comrades worked their way toward Japan, we waited at home. My mother found a job at a news magazine. I was attending the Lincoln School, a progressive educational experiment in Harlem run by Columbia University Teachers College and funded by the Rockefellers, who enrolled several of their children in the school. My parents sent me to Lincoln from kindergarten through my freshman year in high school. My classmates were a socioeconomic cross section of New Yorkers—rich and poor, black and white. Lincoln’s was an “experience” curriculum. To study botany, we grew flowers. To study math, we made grocery budgets. I thrived, making a diverse group of friends for life.

But Nicholas Murray Butler, then president of Columbia, wanted the school’s endowment. Accordingly, Columbia claimed that the school had fulfilled its original purpose and closed it, not without incurring years of litigation. With my father home from the war, I finished high school at Ethical Culture Fieldston in the Bronx, still liberal but much more traditional. Then, in the fall of 1951, I set out for the wilds of Oberlin, Ohio.
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OBERLIN COLLEGE wasn’t what I had expected. For one thing, it turned out that most of the students were Republicans. Every four years, the college held a mock presidential convention, and prominent politicians paid visits. Early in 1952, the students nominated Earl Warren, then Republican governor of California, for president. We few Democrats rallied around Wayne Morse—still a Republican, albeit one who had begun his idiosyncratic shift toward the Democratic Party.

Oberlin wasn’t all I had hoped for academically, either. I was increasingly interested in American history and government, and there were stronger programs at other schools. My rebellion at an end, I applied for a transfer to Harvard.

Personal circumstances made a different decision for me. During my freshman year, when I arrived home for Christmas vacation, my father was looking thinner and weaker. He was often fatigued. My mother told me not to worry. She said he was just getting over mononucleosis.

She was trying to protect me from the truth, but she didn’t succeed very well. Two months later, back at Oberlin, I was sitting in class when I saw my father’s best friend walk into the room. I knew instantly what had happened. My father had died of what turned out to be a virulent form of lymphoma. I thought my mother would need me. I went home to New York and spent the last three years of my undergraduate life at Columbia College.

It was an immensely fortunate change for my intellectual development. In the aftermath of World War II, young people my age had grown up with an increasing awareness of the war itself and the unfolding horrors of the Holocaust. The early Cold War years were the heyday of Senator Joseph McCarthy and his attacks on Communists, real and imagined, in the ranks of the US government and public life. We were fully aware that politics was a serious business.

In that climate, I studied with the country’s greatest scholars and exponents of Western liberal democracy. Their ideas inspired much of what I would do in my life.

The course in intellectual history was taught jointly by Jacques Barzun and Lionel Trilling. Like others in the class, I was inspired by Trilling’s 1952 introduction to the first American edition of George Orwell’s memoir Homage to Catalonia, an account of his experience in the Spanish Civil War. In the 1930s, Western intellectuals were enamored of the socialist ideals of the Spanish Republic and its fight against right-wing fascism. Orwell had joined the war and discovered how readily those ideals could be corrupted by an equally totalitarian fascism of the left. His book was the era’s great caution against the notion that high ideals of the left or right could save people from having to engage in the messy work of coming to grips with opposing points of view in a democracy.

Trilling, like Orwell, had a clear view of the incompatibility between democracy and political absolutism. Trilling loved the ambiguities of democratic politics; he gloried in its quotidian and commonplace aspects, antidotes to the pernicious effects of unfettered ideas.

In addition to Trilling and Barzun, the list of critics, historians, and political scientists with whom I studied at Columbia—including Richard Hofstadter, William Leuchtenberg, Henry Steele Commager, and David Truman, a theorist of political pluralism—was a roster of the best in American academe of that or any other time, made up of great teachers with an extraordinary depth of knowledge. Each in his way, taught a profound and lasting engagement with American political life. I was and have remained very much their student.

When I transferred to Columbia in the fall of 1952, the US presidential race was nearing its climax. The Republican candidate was Columbia University’s own president, the former general and war hero Dwight D. Eisenhower. Most Columbia people liked Ike, but I came from a family of Democrats. I stayed true to our tradition and worked for the about-to-be-trounced Democratic presidential nominee, Illinois Governor Adlai Stevenson.

Wanting to campaign for Stevenson, I joined the local Tammany Hall club, part of the New York State Democratic political machine. But despite the campaign’s slogan—“Madly for Adlai”—I couldn’t find anyone in the organization actively working for Stevenson, madly or otherwise. The Tammany club leader, Dennis “Denny” Mahon, held court once a week. Ordinary club members could see him then, if they lined up. I joined the queue.

When my turn for an audience came, I asked Mahon why I couldn’t find an organized Stevenson campaign to join. He looked at me with bemusement but then decided to give me my first lesson in local politics. If too many Democrats voted in the 1952 presidential election, he said cryptically, too many Democrats might vote in the 1953 primary.

Dismissed, I was left to figure out Mahon’s delphic utterance, which I finally did. If a lot of strangers—Democrats who weren’t controlled by Mahon’s machine—registered to vote for Stevenson in 1952, the same non-machine voters might show up the next year to vote in a contest Mahon considered much more important, the New York City mayoral primary race. From Tammany’s point of view, they would inject much too much unpredictability into the proceedings.

This was my introduction to the reality that politics is complicated and that campaigns, for better or worse, are not necessarily driven by idealistic fervor or loyalty. The revelation did not discourage me. I became cochairman of Columbia’s Students for Stevenson.

Our group had the nerve to write a letter to President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s widow, Eleanor Roosevelt, then living in New York on East 62nd Street, to invite her to speak at one of our rallies. About a week later, Mrs. Roosevelt’s secretary wrote to ask that I call to work out a convenient date and time. I was thrilled. We scheduled a 2:00 P.M. appearance for her on campus.

With the chutzpah of youth, I told the secretary that it would be an honor for me to take Mrs. Roosevelt to lunch before the rally. The secretary thought that was a delightful idea. She suggested that I call for Mrs. Roosevelt at noon. I asked my mother to recommend a convenient restaurant, and she suggested a little French place on East 60th Street.

But how would I get Mrs. Roosevelt to the restaurant and then to the Columbia campus on the Upper West Side? I couldn’t see myself hailing a taxi with a former First Lady in tow. So I borrowed my mother’s car, an old Buick, and called for Mrs. Roosevelt at her home. She strode out of her building precisely on time, the familiar proper lady in a sensible dress, and greeted me warmly. I drove us to the restaurant in something of a daze, realizing as we approached that I had no idea what I would do with the car. I couldn’t drive around with her, looking for a garage.

I decided I had to double-park, notwithstanding the ticket I was bound to get. But I had some luck. A doorman at a nearby building recognized Mrs. Roosevelt and, I’m sure, saw my awkward discomfort. He gave me a wink and said he’d keep an eye on the car.

It was an unforgettable lunch. Mrs. Roosevelt spoke graciously and directly, telling me why it was so important that Stevenson be elected. She described her work as a US delegate to the United Nations, where she was promoting global human rights and her commitment to racial equality in America.

We left the restaurant, found the car unticketed, and drove to Columbia, where, once again, I parked illegally. Students for Stevenson had managed to turn out fewer than a hundred students for our rally. I was embarrassed, but Mrs. Roosevelt seemed indifferent to the size of her audience, her behavior an object lesson in political grace. As she spoke, she inspired us to further efforts to make Stevenson president. We held enthusiastic rallies. We enjoyed the sense of acting on our convictions. We had absolutely no impact on the 1952 election.

Things look different from today’s perspective. In the culture I came from, Stevenson was a hero. He was an eloquent speaker and writer, an agent of change who evoked a liberal, progressive future beyond the stolid years that Eisenhower seemed to promise. Unfortunately for us Stevenson partisans, postwar Americans were not about to gamble on Stevenson’s kind of change at a time of prosperity at home and a growing Soviet threat abroad.

Stevenson once said, “All progress has resulted from people who took unpopular positions.” In his case, unpopularity trumped the promise of progress. Today, I understand that Eisenhower—a Rock of Gibraltar, derided by intellectuals but a consummate practitioner of what the political scientist Fred Greenstein would later call the “hidden hand presidency,” who played with an astuteness that outsiders could not see—may well have proved to be the better leader for the America of that era.

The subject of the senior year thesis I wrote in 1955 was the New York State Progressive Party of 1912. Its leaders were frightened by what they saw as the threat of vast immigrations from Italy and Eastern Europe. They opposed the growth of unions and collective bargaining. In the name of reform, they worked hard to limit access to political power by those whose views they saw as too radical.

They failed, of course, in their bid to halt history. Some of them ended up in the Liberty League, an organization that tried to stop Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal reforms in the 1930s. Once again, they failed. “Their Armageddon,” my thesis concluded, “was never reached. Industry, labor unions, and political machines grew as the twentieth century swept on. The Progressive Party failed to solve the conflict with which we are struggling today—how to make Democracy work in an industrial society.”

The thesis bore the hallmarks of its time, including the idea that industrialism, with the increasing scale of the business and labor enterprises it required, would be the great historical force with which democracy had to contend. The postindustrial society was not even a glimmer on my—or anyone else’s—intellectual horizon. But the thesis did recognize the limitations of a Progressive ethos unwilling to accommodate democratic change.

That was more or less the end of my academic career. Professor David Truman thought I should stay at Columbia and get a PhD in American history and politics. But the civil rights movement was building in the South, the fear of nuclear weapons was troubling our sleep, and anyone who could sense the pulse of the times knew that the quiet of the Eisenhower years would soon give way to something more dramatic. History was again picking up speed and momentum. I wanted to be an actor, not an observer.
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I ENROLLED IN Yale Law School. I didn’t know exactly what I wanted to do with a law degree, but I knew Yale was the law school for people interested in public service. It had faculty members committed to the idea of law as a tool for change, not just an instrument for resolving disputes or a process for setting limits on human behavior. It seemed like my kind of place.

But even law school, valuable as it proved to be, was too cloistered for me. I was a middle-of-the-class student. When I fantasized about my future, I saw a cabinet room, not a courtroom. One summer I interned at a Wall Street law firm; another summer I was a construction laborer at the Albert Einstein School of Medicine, then being built in the Bronx. I stripped forms. More experienced men made the forms and poured the concrete into them, and after it dried my job was to tear the wood away. It was backbreaking work.

I commuted from Manhattan in my mother’s Buick—that same Buick. At first I was worried about what would happen if my fellow workers saw me, a common laborer, showing up each day in a fussy sedan. But when I graduated to having beers with the guys, I learned that the Buick was nothing compared to the Cadillacs and other fancy cars that some of my fellow workers drove. Thus, I was introduced to another fundamental principle of modern political and economic reality: Karl Marx, with his theories of the immiseration of the working class, was thoroughly useless if you wanted to understand labor and the labor movement in America.

In the spring of 1958, about to graduate from law school, I had to decide where I wanted to go next; and in those days before the volunteer army, I had to decide what to do about military service. The “where” was clear: I wanted to go to Washington. Having been taught the paramount importance of making democracy work, I needed to understand just how democracy did work. I wasn’t much attracted to New York politics; Denny Mahon of Tammany had put a chill on that idea. Instead, I would explore national politics and government.

This plan, in turn, dictated my military career choice. I joined the Army reserve, which required six months of active duty. I spent those six months at Fort Dix, southeast of Trenton, New Jersey. During the first three months of service, you couldn’t leave the Army base. After that, I started visiting Washington every time I got a weekend pass.

I had no contacts and no introductions that could help me get a job. Friends who had graduated from law school a year ahead of me said the best thing to do would be to date Washington secretaries, because they were the best available source of information about job openings. I did just that. Eventually one of those secretaries introduced me to Representative Chet Holifield, a Democrat representing Pasadena, California.

When I met him, Holifield was fifty-five years old and had represented his congressional district for fifteen years. He chaired both the Subcommittee on Military Operations of the House Committee on Government Operations and the Joint Committee on Atomic Energy. Amused that I had negotiated my way into his office by way of his secretary, he began by asking me a question: What did I think of Franklin Roosevelt?

I gave the right answers.

Chet was born in Kentucky and lived in Arkansas before moving to California, where he worked in the dry-cleaning business and sold men’s clothing until his enthusiasm for Roosevelt drew him into politics. After we established our common ground, he offered me a job as assistant counsel to the military operations subcommittee. I accepted the offer on the spot. Two weeks after I was released from active duty, I drove down to Washington to begin my new life.
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I DIDN’T KNOW much about the nation’s capital but quickly discovered that I was making a home in what amounted to a small southern town with an overlay of government and politics. There were only two good restaurants, both on Connecticut Avenue. Arbaugh’s, my favorite, offered a rack of ribs and a big beer for eight or nine bucks. Duke Zeibert’s, four blocks from the White House, attracted more of the political class, from presidents on down, for its steaks and good deli food. After dinner you could take your date to concerts like the Budapest String Quartet playing at the Library of Congress.

Famous performers would occasionally pass through—Ella Fitzgerald singing on a barge in the Potomac near the Lincoln Memorial, Edith Piaf appearing at the Shoreham Hotel. We junior staffers used to scan the Washington Post for the list of embassy receptions and crash them for free food and drink. It was not exactly cutting-edge entertainment.

The military operations subcommittee occupied a walk-up office in the Washington Arms, a rickety structure southwest of the Capitol that would eventually be demolished to make way for today’s Rayburn House Office Building. Our little office—a few researchers working in dingy quarters without air-conditioning, sometimes in the swampy heat of a Washington summer—bore no resemblance to the massive congressional staff operations of today. Still, we were part of the action; that was the lure of Washington. During my last year of law school, in October 1957, the Soviet Union had launched Sputnik, the little beep-beep of a satellite that shattered American complacency about its scientific and military superiority. Now, in my first year out of school, I was a tiny part of one of the many teams that were gearing up the nation’s readiness for a more competitive stage in the Cold War.

Americans immediately understood the challenge of Sputnik. As a 1959 congressional report later put it, “A space vehicle with enough propulsion to carry a large payload into orbit for science might also be able to deliver a payload of death and destruction to America’s heartland.” I had a small part in producing that report. My job was to help the subcommittee’s general counsel prepare for congressional hearings on the separate ballistic missile programs then being pursued separately by the Army, Navy, and Air Force.

The hearings were organized to pose fundamental questions about the extensive changes under way in our national defense. With Sputnik, Washington started to make huge investments in scientific education and research and space exploration. The Army, Navy, and Air Force began to build their separate programs to develop and deploy missiles, launching an arms race with one another as well as the Soviet Union. Their plans for missile systems demanded enormous spending on technologies that would cover everything from guidance systems to launch sites and a defense reorganization that would speed up the capacity to make space-age command decisions. Beyond these interservice questions lay a still larger issue: was the rush into missile technology a case of overkill, leaching funds from other important defense needs?

The number of dollars involved was staggering, as were the stakes for national security. I got a taste of lobbying at its most intense. After receiving a top secret clearance, I was escorted by high-level military personnel to many of the major US military installations involved in the missile programs, including the new North American Air Defense Command, NORAD, in Colorado (now known as the Aerospace Defense Command) and the Strategic Air Command headquarters outside Omaha, Nebraska. Fresh out of boot camp, having crawled through the mud for drill sergeants, I found it more than a little ironic to be wined and dined by all those generals and admirals. At dinner one night, the general beside me very politely expressed curiosity about my background. I told him that six months earlier I had been peeling potatoes at Fort Dix. He went silent. I’m sure he spent the rest of the meal figuring out how to get even with whoever had seated him next to a buck private.

The report we produced, Organization and Management of Missile Programs, called for cutting back on the armed services’ duplication, waste, and jealous rivalries. The Army and Air Force had to merge their missile development efforts; indeed, perhaps the only way to accomplish this job was to merge the two services altogether. “No amount of effort spent in ‘clarifying’ roles and missions,” we stated, “can overcome the ruthless logic of weapon technology. Whereas in the past, weapons could be adapted reasonably well to service missions, now missions must be adapted to weapon systems.”

Our report generated a great deal of press coverage. But in retrospect, its invocation of the “ruthless logic of weapon technology” sounds naïve: ruthless logic or no, the Army and the Air Force still compete, not just on the football field but in the Pentagon budget wars as well. The report may have gathered dust, but I didn’t. In the manner of congressional staffers, I soon moved on to another project, one that spoke more directly to my interest in domestic politics.

Holifield had joined a small group of House members who were unhappy with the coalition of Republicans and southern Democrats that was then preventing civil rights legislation from reaching the House floor. Democratic Minnesota Congressman Eugene McCarthy had put the group together. In addition to Holifield, it included Lee Metcalf of Montana, Frank Thompson of New Jersey, and George Rhodes of Pennsylvania. I gave the group some informal staff assistance. They had won a major victory in the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1957, which strengthened voting rights protections.

Eugene McCarthy moved on to the Senate in 1958, but the liberal coalition he left behind became the Democratic Study Group, a sub-caucus within the Democratic caucus. The DSG hired its own staff, met regularly to set legislative strategy, and assigned whips to manage tactics and keep members in line. It would soon spearhead the internal congressional reforms that made it possible to pass the liberal domestic legislation of the mid-1960s.
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BUT, AS THIS influential political force took shape, the personal thrill of Washington was wearing off.

My time in Congress had given me nothing to complain about. I had worked on one of the most dangerous issues in the world, the future of nuclear missiles. I had been involved in the early skirmishes of what would be one of the great legislative battles of the century, the fight over civil rights. I was still in my twenties.

But I had begun to see what a future as a congressional staffer looked like. Staffers rose up a professional ladder that was too slow for my tastes and, more important, were always in an advisory position. No matter how brilliantly they performed or how much power they seemed to have at a given moment, they were fundamentally dependent on the contingencies of other people’s political fortunes. At any time, the congressman to whom they were attached could resign, retire, change committee assignments, or even lose an election, leaving them in the lurch. And anyone looking beyond the excitement of the next congressional hearing or markup could see that the pay was lousy.

When I talked to Holifield and McCarthy about my uncertainties, their reactions were surprising. It was a fine idea for me to make some money; I could always go back to public service later on. They knew what I didn’t—that the financial circumstances of an honest public life can be punishing, and that it is not a bad idea to have something in the bank before embarking on such a career. I decided to leave government.

When I first moved to Washington I was dating a young woman who was a student at Wellesley College, a few miles outside Boston. She asked me to look after one of her classmates, Diane Silvers, who was coming to town for a summer internship at the Washington Post. When Diane arrived, I introduced her to my friend Milt Gwirtzman, a shy kid from Rochester with degrees from Harvard College and Yale Law School. Milt, then working for Missouri Senator Stuart Symington, would soon join Senator John F. Kennedy’s campaign. He would go on to work for John, Robert, and Edward Kennedy as a speechwriter and policy adviser for nearly a half century.

I was a failure as a matchmaker; Milt and Diane didn’t work out. But I discovered that I liked showing Diane around the Hill and the local hangouts. She was a newcomer to the East Coast establishment. She had grown up in Houston, one of eight children. Her father ran a liquor store. Most of her siblings got married and stayed close to home. A local rabbi recognized something different in Diane and helped her get a scholarship to Wellesley. There she became editor of the student newspaper and discovered the passion for journalism that would take her to the Washington Post. And now here she was in my company, an attractive, liberal southern woman about to turn twenty-one who had little experience but enormous talent and ambition. The outcome was foreordained.

I started thinking more seriously about what I was going to do if I intended to leave government. My father had left me part ownership of the family’s building business, HRH Construction, which two of my cousins were running. When I was in college, I had told the family I had no interest in joining the business, but the invitation was still open. I was also starting to think it was unfair to keep sharing in the profits without making any contribution of my own.

Diane and I decided, at least for the time being, that we would make our life in New York and that I would give the construction business a real try. If it didn’t work, I was young enough to pursue something else. At the age of twenty-seven, it is almost impossible to make an irreparably bad career mistake.

We were married on June 26, 1960. We had a honeymoon in Europe. A month later, we settled into an apartment on East 35th Street and Second Avenue with a view of the blank wall of an adjoining building. Diane took a job at the New Leader, a magazine edited by Sol Levitas that was read by anticommunists and social democrats all over the world. I began working at HRH Construction.
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I NEVER REALLY left politics, of course. Among other things, I remained friendly with Gene McCarthy. In 1964, with President Kennedy just assassinated and President Lyndon Johnson making his first independent run for the office, McCarthy told me he wanted to be Johnson’s running mate. He had to make his pitch to an audience of just one, Johnson himself, but McCarthy couldn’t seek the job publicly and directly. He thought it would help if his friends and admirers organized a quiet effort to impress upon the White House the reasons why McCarthy would be an ideal vice presidential pick.

We set up a Washington office in the Capitol Park apartment complex that HRH Construction had built. A network of people around the country began talking to the press and Democratic Party officials about McCarthy. A New York congressman got the state’s party chairman to appoint me a delegate to the 1964 Democratic national convention in Atlantic City.

This was my first convention. The hall was overhung with bunting—and with the sadness of President Kennedy’s death just six months before. But even that didn’t fully dampen the convention’s excitement, born of a deep desire to elect Johnson and defeat the Republican, Barry Goldwater. National conventions had still not made the transition to their modern-day status as staged television productions. As late as the day before the president and vice president were to be nominated, a Tuesday, no one at the convention knew whom Johnson would choose.

McCarthy’s main rival for the vice presidential nomination was his fellow Minnesota Senator Hubert Humphrey. If McCarthy wasn’t chosen as Johnson’s running mate, he would have to run for reelection to the Senate that year, so he didn’t want to pick a fight with Humphrey, who was much more popular than McCarthy with certain Minnesota politicians.

McCarthy and his staff were staying at a motel just outside Atlantic City. On Tuesday McCarthy told his staff he was going to send a message to Johnson urging him to make Humphrey the vice presidential nominee. His staff told him not to do it, arguing that the message might push Johnson toward Humphrey. But McCarthy had what he thought was a more sophisticated calculation: if Johnson meant to choose McCarthy, the message would make no difference. But if Johnson picked Humphrey, and it became publicly known that McCarthy had sent the message, it would make for good feelings back in Minnesota. So McCarthy sent the message, leaked it to the Minnesota press, and went to bed.

Wednesday morning I was swimming in the motel pool with McCarthy and his son Michael when someone ran out to tell the senator that the president was on the phone. We ran back to McCarthy’s room, dripping wet, and he picked up the phone, only to hear Johnson tell him bluntly that he was choosing Humphrey. Johnson then handed the phone to Arthur Goldberg, at the time still an associate justice of the Supreme Court, to finish the conversation. Many years later, Goldberg told me he never understood why he had been invited to be in the room with Johnson, the only one there, as the president made his calls to all the unsuccessful candidates for the vice presidential nomination.

An hour after Johnson’s call, McCarthy was sitting with his family and close friends when he got another phone call—from Walter Jenkins, Johnson’s chief aide. Jenkins asked McCarthy whether he would do what the president had asked. McCarthy answered that the president had not asked him to do anything. Jenkins said the president wanted McCarthy to nominate Humphrey for vice president that night at the convention. McCarthy, still hurt by his rejection, recognized that he had no choice.

Several hours later, we heard on the radio that the president had asked Humphrey and Senator Thomas Dodd of Connecticut to helicopter from the convention to Washington, then back with him to Atlantic City for the evening session. Dodd was not a serious candidate for the vice presidential pick, so everyone knew the nominee would be Humphrey. By the time McCarthy nominated Humphrey that night, the event was an anticlimax.

Insult was about to be added to injury. In Atlantic City the next morning, McCarthy and his friends were having breakfast at the Shelburne hotel when Walter Jenkins approached us. The president, Jenkins announced, had been unhappy with McCarthy’s message urging him to choose Humphrey. Johnson had planned to have both Humphrey and McCarthy helicopter with him from the White House to the convention. That way he could maintain suspense until the last moment about which one he was going to pick. McCarthy’s leaked message had spoiled Johnson’s piece of stage management.

As Jenkins left, McCarthy mused, referring to Johnson’s big ranch on the Pedernales River in Texas, that in his second term the president would probably change the national anthem to “Pedernales Uber Alles.”

In 1967 McCarthy asked me whether I would help him in his effort to challenge Johnson for the 1968 presidential nomination. I gave it serious thought. But I admired what Johnson had accomplished with the Great Society legislation. More than that, remembering 1964, I sensed that McCarthy was motivated in significant part by his bitterness over what had happened to him in Atlantic City. I told him I was going to have to turn him down. I mentioned Johnson’s legislative achievements; I didn’t mention “Pedernales Uber Alles.” But the thought crossed my mind that Denny Mahon of Tammany Hall wasn’t the only politician for whom great political decisions were inextricably bound with calculations of personal advantage and memories of personal slights.

All of that, however, happened later. In 1960, when I left Washington for New York, I had no clear sense of the extent to which the people I had met in Washington would continue to populate my life and that politics and government would continue to occupy my time. I knew only that I was embarking on an adventure in the construction business.
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