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INTRODUCTION

THE MANY LIVES OF MICHAEL BLOOMBERG

“I don’t have anything in common with people who stand on escalators. I always walk up them—why waste time? You have eternity to rest when you die.”

—Michael Bloomberg, 20141

When billionaire Michael Bloomberg announced that he was running for mayor of New York in June 2001, the city’s pundits scoffed. “Kinda goofy,” said one.2 Another predicted, “There is no turn of events at all, no leap of logic whatsoever, that could make Michael Bloomberg New York’s next mayor . . .”3 Sure, he could overwhelm the city’s airwaves and mailboxes with expensive commercials, they noted, and voters could be reminded that he was a generous donor to city charities big and small. But this was a vanity project, the experts decided, another rich man’s expensive hobby.

Yet, these doubters were soon confounded by two important realities. First, they had underestimated how a driven Michael Bloomberg would use his energy and his money to achieve his latest goal. They had misjudged him as a tin-eared and boring novice, and they had missed the complex and relentlessly ambitious salesman underneath. As Bloomberg emerged as the billionaire candidate that year, he was not sitting on a yacht somewhere, offering his latest political whims by long distance. He was out there shaking hands and freely granting interviews, studying polls, and giving some of the worst political speeches New Yorkers had heard in years. No matter. He was out there, learning how to be a big-city politician, starting at the top.

Then came the morning of September 11 when New York endured the deadliest attack on American soil since Pearl Harbor. Nearly three thousand people died, a whole swath of Lower Manhattan was destroyed, and the nation’s largest city faced the possibility of economic and spiritual decline. Voters began looking for someone who could put the city back together. Bloomberg’s campaign literature sold him as “a leader, not a politician,” a man who tried to fix problems, not simply complain about them.

When he won, some suggested it was not just his billions, it was a dark form of luck. But, as E. B. White so famously noted, “No one should come to New York to live unless he is willing to be lucky,” and Bloomberg was indeed a lucky man. He had started his business at the right time and had run for mayor at the right moment. (An aide once insisted that he led such a charmed life that when he bet on a horse with the longest odds, he ended up stuffing his pocket with winnings he didn’t need.) Still, Bloomberg was prepared to work extra hard, to use any turn of events to his advantage. He would not only become one of New York City’s most inventive and productive mayors, but he would also become a modern American phenomenon, using his money and his clout in an attempt to improve the lives of millions of people and to preserve the planet where they live.



By 2019, Michael Rubens Bloomberg had come a long way from his modest, working-class roots in Massachusetts. If most people have one career per lifetime, this man had already managed three. He had created a computer product that upended the old guard on Wall Street and made him one of the richest men in the world. Then he had served as mayor of New York City for twelve busy years. After that, he had taken his billions to become one of the world’s most inventive philanthropists, pledging to give away his fortune, or most of it, before he died.

As the 2020 presidential election loomed, Mike Bloomberg was clearly eyeing a fourth mission, this time to challenge a president he viewed as a con man and a threat to America. If he would not be a candidate for president—and that had always looked tantalizing but impossible—he would be a political sugar daddy and guru for the often disoriented and underfunded Democratic Party. He would not be idle—that, he promised.

This book is an attempt to chronicle the many lives of a man who chafes at an empty hour on his calendar. He can sit rock-hard-still and listen with a searing intensity when people come to him with proposals for his business or his politics or his philanthropy. (The Bloomberg fidget is never a good sign for anyone asking for his approval.) But mostly this perpetually ambitious man moves and adapts with incredible energy from one pursuit to another to another. He does not rest very long on his successes or brood about past failures. And when something goes haywire or simply ends (like his time at city hall), his first question is often a simple one: What’s plan B?



Bloomberg started his adult life on Wall Street. With an engineering degree from Johns Hopkins and extra glister from Harvard Business School, he first learned about the raw, greedy world of stocks, bonds, and big money at Salomon Brothers, a top brokerage in his day. In the late 1960s and 1970s, Bloomberg could fit into the raucous screw-you culture, but he was also different. Unlike many of his elders, the young Bloomberg foresaw the day when computers would eliminate the mountains of paper required to do business. He began to propose a computer system for Wall Street, and the old boys laughed at him. They demoted him to the computer floor and then fired him in 1981 with a generous payout of $10 million.

Bloomberg and three young Salomon techies quickly started a new business. Those beginnings are now the stuff of Bloomberg lore, and he will often say those were the happiest times as a boss—when he knew everybody who worked for him and could hand out paychecks one by one. Bloomberg’s computer gizmo began working for bond traders before the Internet had taken hold, and as computers became the gateway and the impetus for a far more complex financial world, his business and his wealth grew astronomically. Career one would provide the funds for his other ventures over the next four decades.

Then came politics. In the late 1990s, after fifteen years as an inventive businessman, Bloomberg told friends he was ready for something new. One associate thought he wanted to become the U.S. ambassador to the United Kingdom. Others saw him eyeing what most people thought was impossible; he wanted to manage the biggest city in America.

In many ways, what made Bloomberg different from his billionaire class was that decision to emerge from his wealth-protected cocoon to face press and public as mayor of New York City. After twelve years and at least $650 million of his own money (nearly half of it spent on his campaigns), the Bloomberg era can now be seen as a testing ground for how a modern businessman could manage a very complicated city. It will undoubtedly attract years of study by academics and urban experts about what worked and what didn’t during his busy time as mayor. He would fail in important ways, often involving the city’s poor. Too many black and Hispanic youths were stopped and frisked in the name of gun control. Homeless rates soared and public housing suffered. But he improved much of the city, especially the health of its people and the effectiveness of its government. Overall, his time as mayor was a remarkable success.

The third Michael Bloomberg has been a giver, a philanthropist, fighting what he called public health issues that included battles against tobacco, guns, obesity, traffic deaths, and above all the man-made climate changes disrupting the entire planet. He had learned from his time in the city to trust in the power of good mayors. He had seen their problems up close, and he gave millions to cities, arguing that mayors could often solve problems better than distant bureaucrats or politicians. In 2018, he was the second most generous billionaire in America (after the richest man in the world, Jeff Bezos), and by 2019 Bloomberg’s staff had calculated that he had given away almost $10 billion so far at age seventy-seven. That left another $45 billion or more to go.

The fourth Bloomberg was the manager who kept hoping he could manage the entire country. In 2019, alarmed at how President Donald Trump was dismantling so many of the protections Americans had enjoyed and damaging the world’s environment, Bloomberg at first began marching through the stations of America’s presidential primaries—Iowa, New Hampshire, Florida. But, just as he had done three times before, Bloomberg decided that he simply couldn’t prevail in the long trek to the White House. Instead, he would spend his time and especially his money on the main goal for 2020—ousting President Donald Trump.

Once again, Bloomberg had a new challenge. If he could not survive as the candidate, he could be the very rich, very savvy techno-mensch that the Democratic Party needed. And he would support those candidates who agreed with his policies, as he had done with some success in the midterms in 2018. He would spend $500 million to fight climate changes and coal-fired power plants. And after that? He once said, with a smile, of course, that he planned to live to 125 (his mother died at 102, and he has the best medical care and advice money can buy). If so, that certainly leaves time for still another version of Michael Bloomberg.



More than a few of Bloomberg’s admirers warned that it made no sense to look for a deep, psychological road map to this intense character. He had a stable childhood, tough and loving parents. He was an Eagle Scout. He survived at Johns Hopkins, Harvard. He married a British beauty and kept her as a friend after they divorced. He doted on his two daughters and, as of this writing, his two grandchildren. He was extremely proud to be Jewish, but not overly religious. He was not a philosopher, not an intellectual. (He once claimed his favorite book was a John le Carré novel and his favorite movie was Mel Brooks’s Blazing Saddles.) Instead, he was a brainy engineer who has always wanted to improve things and make them run better, from a squeaky door to notoriously messy things like city government. He was a doer, “Mr. Fixit,” some of his colleagues liked to call him. But he also wanted things done and fixed quickly, as quickly as humanly possible. Asked about how he saw his role in all these careers, he said, “I’m not an investor. I’m not an analyst. I’m not a consultant. I’m not a teacher. I’m not a writer. I am an executive. I make decisions. Some good. Some bad, but that’s what I do.”4

As he became a more public figure, the younger version, the Wall Street, smart-ass Bloomberg, remained mostly tucked under the standard businessman’s blue serge regalia. From outside, he was distant, flat, stoic, grumpy to the press and, of course, stilted at the microphone. His face, often set in an inscrutable grin, seemed halfway between the Grinch and the flirt. It could be his distant look or his mischievous look. One colleague called it his “twinkle,” a semi-smile that seemed to hint at some risky pleasure.

He was a masterful salesman who packed a variety of Michael Bloombergs into his bantam five-eight frame. He could fraternize in the morning with the muscular “Sandhogs” digging a water tunnel under New York City’s streets, and by evening he could be at a gala, blowing air-kisses at the frosty Anna Wintour, editor of Vogue. He could be funny and privately raunchy with a full repertoire of old Catskill jokes that were sometimes edgy and sometimes slipped over that edge.

His comments about women, leftovers from his feral Wall Street days, would get him into trouble, even as he denied making them. The response from Bloomberg and his people was that women thrived at his company and that he had been surrounded by strong women all his life, starting with his powerful mother and in later years, his top adviser and confidante, Patti Harris.

Like a lot of men of his era, he showed signs of discomfort that old behaviors were being judged by strict new standards. At one point, he said he had canceled plans to run for president in 2020 because he would not “change all my views and go on what CNN called an apology tour.” He added, “Joe Biden went out and apologized for being male, over 50, white.”5

Michael “Call me Mike” Bloomberg enjoyed a full plate of contradictions. One example: he wanted all his employees to sit around him, to be available and nearby, to be within earshot. Privacy was a luxury in that office-free world, but for Bloomberg, at least, the bull pen always had its escape hatch. Although he pestered his staff by phone or email on evenings and weekends, those private hours were supposed to be completely off the record. While he was mayor, a Times reporter nosed around his well-guarded compound in Bermuda. Bloomberg was furious. His aides let it be known that he was a public figure only when he chose to be public. The press, of course, begged to differ.

That same man who craved his privacy also relished the spotlight. Dan Doctoroff, who was a deputy mayor and then the head of Bloomberg’s company, described the mayor as being “incredibly anxious” about losing the limelight and the microphone once he left office. Doctoroff said he scoffed at the very idea and told Bloomberg, “You’re going to be at the center of whatever you want to be for the rest of your life!”6

There was also something of a cowboy inside that expensive suit. Against all sorts of advice from friends and aides, he took on one of the toughest hombres in politics—the National Rifle Association. His anti-gun campaign would help break the NRA’s chokehold on politicians who were often terrified to even mention gun control in the face of rising gun deaths in America. It was a campaign that began when he was mayor and grew more intense after he left office.

But if that was a little too theoretical, Bloomberg had also been known to confront the bad guys, face-to-face. When two hackers from Kazakhstan found a way into the Bloomberg LP computers, learning details about Bloomberg’s own passwords and credit card accounts, Bloomberg began working with the FBI. Soon he agreed to meet the intruders in a London hotel as part of an “exchange” of money for information about the attack. As he walked out of the room that day, agents walked in. They arrested the two, who were soon extradited to the U.S., and one was convicted; the other deported.7 Asked years later why he wasn’t afraid of being alone in a hotel room with two people from the wild reaches of Kazakhstan, men intent on robbing him or worse, Bloomberg shrugged and said, with his all-purpose grin, “I don’t do fear well.”8

Almost everybody who talked about working closely with Bloomberg mentioned his view of loyalty. If you were loyal to him, he would be loyal to you, they said, almost as a mantra. And anyone who resigned from his company to work elsewhere was never to be hired again. There could be no going-away parties for someone who had committed his version of corporate treason.

Loyalty would also make a dent in his reputation, however, especially when his police commissioner, Ray Kelly, oversaw a department that stopped, frisked, and too often humiliated hundreds of thousands of blacks and Hispanics in the search for illegal guns. Even after the Kelly version was ruled unconstitutional, Bloomberg would continue to publicly support his police commissioner’s efforts—as his attempt to stop shootings, to stop young blacks and Hispanics in higher-crime areas from killing one another.

For all his concern about fighting big problems, Bloomberg could also tackle the less serious ones with much the same fervor. One spring, he and Governor Andrew Cuomo competed in what was supposed to be a promotional white-water rafting contest in the Adirondacks. The two teams battled through the rapids in upstate New York, and afterward, the timekeeper announced the governor’s team beat the mayor’s team by eighteen seconds. Cuomo said Bloomberg complained repeatedly that he felt robbed, especially since the timekeeper worked for the governor. Weeks later, one member of Bloomberg’s white-water squad asked him to sign a photo showing the mayor and his paddlers madly churning through the rapids. Bloomberg grinned, took the photo, and wrote: “18 seconds, my ass.”9



The flat, conventional view of Mike Bloomberg was always missing more than a few more dimensions. He was a natural manager who could give employees plenty of freedom, money, and support but could fire an aide caught playing computer solitaire during working hours. For almost any project, he could gather a group of terrified aides who knew he would ask the hardest questions or redraw their graph or demand better data and a clearer version of whatever they were trying to say. He could be stubborn and cold, refusing to give up some personal pleasure like a golf game when he was needed at a city event. But he also could be generous and thoughtful, calling widows of city workers killed while he was mayor as he left office. He was notoriously impatient, a good thing in government. And he was extraordinarily self-disciplined—adding extra work hours to his schedule or reverting to his “lettuce” diet when his weight hit an uncomfortable number.

He was not easy, but after some disagreement that might normally create an enemy, he could laugh and tell a stupid joke, and all was forgiven if never quite forgotten. Bloomberg could be very thoughtful, but he was not soft. “He’s not a warm man, but he’s a good man,” one former aide said. Instead, he projected a kind of confidence and optimism that could be irritating but also infectious. When it was suggested that he must have a very good shrink, Bloomberg dismissed the very idea. “The only therapist I have,” he said, “is the one I see in the mirror when I’m shaving.”10

This book is a journalist’s work, a portrait drawn in part from more than two decades of observing this powerful and complex man. It is not an authorized biography, even though Bloomberg, his staff, and his friends were often very helpful.

During his time as mayor, I was a member of the New York Times editorial board and participated in the Times editorials on Bloomberg’s city. I wrote about many of the events I have described in this book, and I came to know the participants who worked for him and against him. After he left office, I covered him in his new role as a very public private figure. I have also trusted the coverage of Bloomberg by some of the best journalists in the business, and their work for the Times has often framed my own recollections. Above all, I found that Michael Bloomberg could not be confined by his public image, and those omissions helped make this work possible.


1

BORN TO RUN, EVERYTHING

“I thought of myself as the hero patriot, sticking it to old George III—a maverick role I still try to emulate.”1

Even today, the working-class community of Medford outside Boston looks like the perfect set for a 1950s sitcom. Ozzie and Harriet could have lived right down the road. Soft hills, modest homes, public schools where everybody knew your grandparents. For the Bloombergs in 1945, it must have seemed like the ideal nest for an ordinary little family.

When Charlotte and William H. Bloomberg chose the small house at 6 Ronaele Road, they were much like millions of young couples who wanted a normal, sedate life. The ugly memories of the Depression and war and especially the Holocaust were still agonizingly raw, and most families craved something quiet and comforting. The Bloombergs selected an Irish and Italian neighborhood where they undoubtedly hoped that Jews might be just another religious group, another ethnic strain in the all-American mix.

It was not that easy, not at first. Charlotte had carefully chosen the house—which was affordable and near William’s job as bookkeeper at a dairy in Somerville—only to be told that it was off-limits. The realtors would not sell to Jews. Others might have looked elsewhere. Not Charlotte Rubens Bloomberg. She convinced the family’s Irish lawyer, George McLaughlin, to buy the house.2 He then quickly resold it to the Bloombergs—a transaction that Bloomberg used years later as an example of the insidious ways discrimination works. But as the Medford tale was told and retold in the Bloomberg family, it offered another lesson about how to succeed in a tough world. If you’re blocked in this direction, go in that direction. Get over it. Go around. Find another way. Mike Bloomberg learned that lesson extremely well. Throughout his life, a failure meant it was time to try plan B in business, politics, and his personal life.

Young Mike’s parents offered what every child needs—one parent who sees only the perfect offspring and the other parent who does all the hard work of managing and coaching a smart child into adulthood. Bloomberg’s father was the soft one. His mother was the rock, the disciplinarian, the religious beacon who kept a Kosher house, the guide who eventually had to keep repeating one phrase to her son as he grew more and more successful. “Don’t let it go to your head,” she would say, tucking her pride beneath that motherly warning.3 Their story, the story of Bloomberg’s parents and grandparents, is the fundamental story of America, the reason so many distressed people leave whatever homes they had and start from scratch in a new country.

Mike Bloomberg, who would later champion the cause of immigration in the face of growing anti-immigrant pressures in his America, explained his background this way: “Three of my grandparents, and six of my great-grandparents were immigrants. All placed education and reverence for the United States at the core of our family values . . . and they made my story possible.”4



Bloomberg’s father, William Henry Bloomberg, was born in 1906, near Boston and grew up in the relative safety of Massachusetts. He was the son of Lithuanian immigrants, and his father, Elick Bloomberg, taught Hebrew in an immigrant neighborhood near Boston. When Elick filed his intention to become an American citizen in 1898, he declared that he was “renouncing allegiance to foreign sovereigns, especially and particularly to Nicholas II Czar of Russia.”5 Russia’s czars and their orthodox Christians had in many ways fed the vicious anti-Semitism that would result in repeated pogroms against Jews living in their empire. America meant the freedom to criticize the czar, on an official document no less.

Bloomberg’s father worked most of his adult life as an accountant, earning just enough to support his family. (His son estimated his dad’s salary at $6,000.) If there is one memory of Mike’s father that made its most durable mark, William Bloomberg took some of those scarce dollars and donated them every year to the NAACP. When asked why, he said simply that “discrimination against one group is really discrimination against all groups.”6

Mike Bloomberg’s mother, Charlotte “Lottie” Rubens, was born into a more comfortable family in New Jersey in 1909. She was the child of strong parents, especially her mother, Ettie, who pushed her four children to take every advantage of America’s free education system. Ettie’s husband, Max Rubens, was born in what is now Belarus, and when his family fled to England, they struggled to survive in the hard, industrial port of Liverpool. The Bloomberg family would later describe that period as being “as bleak as a Dickens story.”7 When Max finally came to America, he flourished in the wholesale grocery business, carrying around his samples in a gladstone bag and making enough money to buy five brick houses in a German neighborhood of Jersey City. If there is a peddler’s DNA, Mike Bloomberg inherited it from his grandfather Max.

Max was suddenly hospitalized in May of 1922 with a lung disorder and died nearly a month later,8 leaving Ettie to take command of her four children, including Lottie, who was barely a teenager.9 With the help of her strong mother, Charlotte Pearl “Lottie” Rubens weathered her father’s early death and became an unusually independent woman for her day. Her high school graduation photo nearly three years later shows a very determined-looking young woman, and besides being “as bright as a sunbeam,” as the 1925 yearbook for Dickinson High School announced, she was a member of the fencing club.10 (At the time, fencing for women was extremely popular because New Jersey native Adeline Gehrig became a national champion and was chosen to represent America in the 1924 Olympics as a member of the first-ever women’s foil event.)11

After graduating from high school, Lottie worked in New York City while she also earned a bachelor’s degree from New York University’s School of Commerce, Accounts and Finance. There were 430 men in the class and 21 women.12 Obviously, it would have been tough for a girl in her late teens fighting her way in a man’s world: night and day, no whining, no excuses. Just set the goal and go for it. It was that personal manifesto of hard work and no complaints that she would pass on to her son.

Lottie soon became an assistant auditor at a dairy company in New York City where she grew to admire another employee, William Bloomberg. Charlotte and William were married in 1934, and soon moved to Boston—first to the neighborhood of Allston, then to the town of Brookline, and finally outside the city to Medford, where she would stay in the same house for the next sixty-six years.13

Nearly eight years after Charlotte and William’s wedding, Michael Rubens Bloomberg was born at 3:40 p.m. on Valentine’s Day 1942 at St. Elizabeth’s Hospital in Boston. The baby’s parents were on the older side by the day’s standards. His father was thirty-six, and his mother, thirty-three.14 They moved quickly to make the family complete with a second child, Marjorie Rubens Bloomberg, born two years later.

Mike Bloomberg began early testing the standards and limits of Medford’s small, confining world. His public version of these early years would concentrate on the science museum in Boston, the Boy Scouts, and evening dinners with his parents, when his mother always used the good silver and every member of the family told about their day.

Friends and associates described a far more complicated youngster. Sure, he could be patriotic and good to his mother, they remembered. Yes, he quickly learned how to be funny, if you were swift enough to get the joke. But he was also a rascal, a smarty-britches who didn’t, or couldn’t, restrain an urge to show off his brainpower. And underneath all that combustible energy, there was always the ambition—to do something big, to be a force somewhere.15

On occasion, even Bloomberg himself would admit that, as a boy, he was a classic handful.

“I had discipline problems. I threw erasers. I dipped pigtails into inkwells—I was totally bored.”16

William Bloomberg especially loved to indulge his son’s mischief and his untapped curiosity. On Saturdays, he would take young Mike for a bacon and egg, greasy spoon, non-Kosher breakfast and then to the science museum in Boston. “It changed my life,” Bloomberg said years later. Starting at age ten, the boy who was so bored with the rote learning in Medford during the week would be allowed to hold snakes, porcupines, and an owl named Snowy on Saturdays in Boston.17 He would learn a few of the basic laws of physics and peek into other corners of the mysterious scientific world.

One day the instructor asked his listeners to give “the age of a redwood tree,” pointing to the rings on a stump nearby. Members of the class carefully counted and recounted the rings, and yet with each answer, the teacher kept saying no, wrong. Bloomberg loves to recall what happened next. As he put it, “I don’t know what possessed me, but I said it was not a redwood, it was a giant sequoia.” Right, the professor said, to Bloomberg’s great pride. Even decades later, when he would tell this story, Bloomberg always looked immensely pleased with himself for getting the right answer. But he also gave the museum credit for helping him realize that he needed to “listen, question, test [and] think.”18

In a very similar way, Bloomberg would talk about his strongest memory of television, which was just becoming a household item in the 1950s. For either financial or educational reasons, probably both, the Bloombergs were among the last in the neighborhood to add TV. What shows did he watch? Bloomberg recalled that one of his favorites was John Cameron Swayze’s Camel News Caravan.19

The Swayze news show—fifteen minutes, five times a week—barely covered the days’ headlines from 1949 to 1956.20 What Bloomberg remembered best were the commercials for Camel cigarettes, which featured a large picture of the company’s elegant mascot. Bloomberg, with his head full of Saturday’s visits to the science museum, said that he quickly realized that the camel in the commercial was not a camel. It was a dromedary with one hump instead of two. Young Bloomberg could not let such a travesty go unnoticed, so he wrote Mr. Swayze to alert him to the error, thus forcing some feckless aide to write the kid back and explain that, yes, he was right, but the company insisted that the dromedary looked better on the screen (and the package) than the double-humped camel. The dromedary on Camel cigarettes never became a real camel, but much like the sequoia versus redwood story, Bloomberg loved to show how he could be right.

He could also admit, at least occasionally, when he was wrong. Bloomberg often told a family story about how politics entered his world. The Bloombergs were solidly Democratic back then, and he recalled how the family went to see Harry Truman giving a speech from the back of a train as part of a whistle-stop campaign tour in 1948. Years later, a family photo surfaced of the event that Bloomberg had described.The problem—it wasn’t Truman giving that speech to the Massachusetts crowd. It was Adlai Stevenson—probably in 1952, he said a few years later to correct the record.

If the museum piqued his scientific interest, the Boy Scouts became an obsession. Going to the scouts’ summer camp became such a powerful goal that young Bloomberg sold Christmas tree wreaths around Medford in order to pay his own way. He studiously collected the small embroidered patches that scouts wear like medals on their official uniforms, but one badge was particularly hard to get.

“In the sixth grade I went to Mrs. Kelly—this old battle-ax who I’m sure has since gone on to meet her maker—and I had to get her to sign a paper that I was a good student, for my Boy Scout merit badge. And I remember she looked at me and started laughing.

“We made a deal: that if I stayed out of the principal’s office for a month, she’d sign it.”

Bloomberg was disciplined enough to behave, at least for a month, since he not only got that merit badge, he also went on to become one of the youngest Eagle Scouts in the country.21

If the scouts taught him how to tie knots and make a fire, they also gave him a taste for food that would never touch his mother’s table. Food in Bloomberg’s youth was often little more than fuel for the day, the Betty Crocker basics that fed most of America in the postwar era. He once wrote in a birthday card to Kitty Carlisle, a noted singer, actress, and advocate for the arts, that his mother’s advice for longevity was to “never eat anything that tastes good.”22

What tasted good to young Mike was junk food. He liked Chinese takeout, and he especially adored the basics served at Boy Scout camp: hot dogs, beans, macaroni and cheese, and particularly the grape-flavored punch called “bug juice.”23 He would later dine at the best gourmet restaurants and enjoy four-star chefs doing their best to impress him. But his tastes still tended toward very thin pizza and Cheez-its and overcooked bacon (burnt, actually), sometimes with peanut butter. When his guests came to dine at one of his many homes, they could easily find an entrée of old-fashioned basics like meat loaf or roast beef.

Bloomberg’s parents, who wanted their children to fit in easily in America, also wanted them to keep a solid connection to their Jewish heritage. Religion and his Jewish history were part of his upbringing, of course, but Bloomberg’s parents were not overly strict. Although his mother cooked proper Kosher food, she sometimes had a side dish for her son’s Chinese favorites. They sent him to Hebrew school, strict enough to keep him in line but not strict enough for his religious grandfather Elick.24 And Saturdays were as much for science in Boston as religion in Medford.

As a candidate for mayor years later, he startled some members of New York’s Jewish community by suggesting that he saw nothing wrong with public school children saying the Lord’s Prayer the way he did when he was growing up in Massachusetts.

“Nobody was uncomfortable,” Bloomberg snapped at a reporter who had asked him to elaborate. “Only people today would ask a question like that. That is the difference. You want today to find fault in everything that is good and wonderful about America.”25

His Jewish classmates in Medford were not surprised by the Lord’s Prayer comment. Several of them said they could not remember witnessing anti-Semitism firsthand. One former classmate said that maybe it was there, certainly the Bloomberg’s roundabout way of buying a house was early evidence, but as young people “we didn’t feel it.”26

Bloomberg’s mother, Lottie, tried to describe her rambunctious son as an ordinary boy who, for example, liked to scare his sister with his collection of snakes. (“Have you seen my snake?” his sister remembered with a shudder.)27 Even years later, he would explain to a reporter how you could trap a snake in the woods near his home by setting up a kind of cave with a piece of cardboard or metal and then catch them when they went inside to sleep.28 He also attempted to impress his school friends with his skills as a ham radio operator and later his expertise with a slide rule. But, more important, he wanted to take control of everything around him. As his mother explained, “He wanted to be the boss of whatever we were working on. He wanted to run everything.”29

What his mother once described as young Mike’s unusual self-assurance, others in Medford saw as arrogance. He ran with a crowd of older boys, which did not endear him with his own age group, but he managed the bigger friends because he was supremely self-confident. He always wanted to be the one chosen to give a speech. As his mother put it, “It never seemed to bother him to get out in front of an audience and talk.”30

That love of being noticed did not translate into a passion for being at the top of his class. He barely passed French (his later attempts to learn Spanish made it clear that he could remember words and the grammar, but not the music). At one point he made an A in one math class and a D in another. His version was that he did the answers in his head, and one teacher thought he cheated.31

Another school would have noticed that this kid was deeply frustrated, and young Mike rocked along with half an ear tuned to school and the other half focused elsewhere. His favorite book was Johnny Tremain,32 the Esther Forbes novel about the poor boy who becomes a runner and spy for Paul Revere. According to his count, he read it “at least 50 times” or, later he said 100 times.33

“I thought of myself as the hero patriot, sticking it to old George III—a maverick role I still try to emulate,” he recalled, not missing a chance for a little self-promotion. “I developed a sense of history and its legacy, and remain annoyed at how little people seem to learn from the past: how we fight the same battles over and over; how we can’t remember what misguided, shortsighted policies led to depression, war, oppression and division. As citizens, we continually let elected officials pander for votes with easy, flawed solutions to complex problems. As voters, we repeatedly forget the lessons of others who didn’t hold their chosen officials accountable.”34

His time in public school offered different lessons—mainly how education could fail those who wanted more than rote learning. For years, some of the town regulars in Medford mumbled angrily about the way the billionaire Mike Bloomberg would describe his time at Medford High. The building housing Medford’s high school in that era was a grim-looking place, dark and institutional. The lessons were keyed to the average learner, and Bloomberg admitted that he was “totally bored until my senior year.”35 That was when he took two honors courses—one in history and the other in literature. If Mike is barely recalled by most of his Medford classmates, his colleagues in the honors classes remember him well, especially because of one telling incident.

“Those of us who did well followed the teachers, did everything they said,” said Dorothy Rubin Schepps, a classmate in the honors programs. “Michael riled the teachers.”36

Schepps and others remembered that Miss Kathleen Sharkey, who ran the literature honors class with an iron will, required a senior thesis. When the students turned in their first drafts, they waited anxiously for a verdict from the teacher famous for terrorizing even the toughest teenagers in her class.

The prim and straitlaced Miss Sharkey could be seen coming down the rows handing back papers and saying, “Good job, Miss Rubin, good job, Miss Davis.” Then she got to Mike Bloomberg. She stopped, frowned, and threw his draft onto his desk. “I’m not even going to read this,” she announced to a stunned class. Young Bloomberg was shaken by the encounter, his mother later told friends. He had planned to be provocative, not publicly humiliated.

Bloomberg’s paper for Miss Sharkey described a widespread conspiracy theory in the 1950s that President Roosevelt knew the Japanese were about to bomb Pearl Harbor. FDR also knew war was inevitable and that it could help pull the country into World War II and out of the Depression. The theory was circulated for years by Roosevelt’s enemies, even though historians of the era have repeatedly argued that the president was caught off guard by the Japanese attack. Miss Sharkey was a fan of the mighty Roosevelt, and she would not hear of such calumny. Or even debate it.

“Miss Sharkey, she was so tough. I broke my hand before midterm exam and she made me write left-handed,” said the Reverend Richard Black, a retired Methodist minister. That blowup over Roosevelt had to happen to Bloomberg, Black said. “You get two edgy people in a room and you get edges.”37

Bloomberg does not remember being humiliated by Miss Sharkey’s furious rejection of his work. He simply recalls his plan B. He passed the rejected paper over to the honors history class, where the teacher used it to create a full and exhilarating discussion of Roosevelt and the war. Other students in that class believe that he turned young Bloomberg around on Roosevelt in a way that Miss Sharkey could not.

Officially, in the Medford High yearbooks, Bloomberg barely rates a mention. He was president of the slide rule club and a member of the debating society. The yearbook staff winnowed each student’s whole personality into one adjective. Mike’s was “argumentative,” a simple description that many of his friends, colleagues, and competitors over the years would endorse as well.

Marjorie Stone Glau, one of his classmates, said, “All these girls who thought he was the biggest nerd, we missed our chance. Nobody had any interest in him.” Too smart, too self-confident, too snarky—he wasn’t a first choice for prom night. When they were seniors in high school, Dorothy Rubin Schepps remembered that Mike kept asking her out. The first time, she couldn’t go. Her maternal grandfather had died, so they set another date. Then, on that day, Dorothy’s paternal grandfather died, and she called again to reschedule.

Was he hurt? Disappointed?

“No, no,” she laughed. Instead, he quickly recovered.

“So, okay,” he said, “how many grandparents do you have left?”38
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THE WAY UP

“Most of us were just college kids living in the moment, Mike was living in the future.”

—A friend from college days1

“I was the kind of student who made the top half of the class possible.”2

—A favorite line when speaking to student groups

Mike Bloomberg’s ticket to Johns Hopkins came like a lot of his rewards, as he would say, through old-fashioned hard work. What he did not say was that it also took a certain amount of old-fashioned good luck.

He got into the respected Baltimore university in part because during high school he had a part-time job working—hard, of course—for a small electronics company in Cambridge. The company’s “technical genius,” as Bloomberg described the MIT graduate and engineer who was his boss, contacted people she knew at the Applied Physics Laboratory at Hopkins and recommended Mike.3 His grades were middling, but his test scores were far better. Bloomberg says he doesn’t remember exactly why he went there, at one point suggesting that maybe it was the best school he got into.4 Johns Hopkins took a chance on a bright, unchallenged teenager, and years later, after Bloomberg had given his first $1 billion to the school, he usually got a good laugh when he suggested the elders erect three statues on campus—one for Johns Hopkins, one for Mike Bloomberg, and a third for the admissions director who okayed his application.

When Bloomberg arrived in Baltimore in 1960, he had never seen the campus except in brochures. His college interview had been in Boston because “nobody had the money to go down and visit schools.”5 So Bloomberg took the train and, at Baltimore’s Penn Station, he shared a cab, a luxury for a youth who would have to work his way through college.

As the car pulled into the school, eighteen-year-old Mike Bloomberg fell in love.

“I’d never seen anything so beautiful in my life. The sun was shining. The flowers were out. In those days, people spent a lot of money on the grounds, and then over the years that went away and now I suppose it’s back,” he said in 1999.6 “The campus looks a lot better,” he said. “It became a real pig sty [a few years later] . . . but those days, it was beautiful . . . It was everything that Norman Rockwell would have painted in a picture of an American campus.”7

The undergraduate school was all male (a few nurses, but coeds did not arrive until 1970), and it was like a cloistered academy that nurtured science and engineering for a small, roisterous band of young men. There were rules, of course, to keep these randy boys in line. Sports was there to help let off steam. Suits and ties were the uniform of the day. Fraternities thrived, and girls were often imported usually from nearby Goucher College for parties or events. It was an uncomplicated existence, largely isolated from the growing upheaval over civil rights and Vietnam at other campuses, or even from the urban decay affecting Baltimore.

While Bloomberg and his classmates studied or partied or worked in the college labs, Baltimore was becoming a desolate place as whites deserted the city for the suburbs. Racial turmoil would soon erupt into full-blown riots with the assassination of Martin Luther King in 1968,8 but while Bloomberg was at Hopkins, the problems for African Americans festered outside the school gates. Inside it was about getting grades good enough to go to graduate school or med school, and about partying as many hours as possible in between.

Bloomberg planned to study physics. That didn’t last a week.

“After three days of German, I decided I was never going to learn German, and it was mandatory. And in those days, remember 1960, it wasn’t that long after the period when everybody came from Germany in physics. Everything was written in German.

“So, I became an engineering student.”9

And, as it turned out, most of the time he was not even a particularly good engineering student. “I was a C student,” he always admitted freely. “I’ve always been a C student.” Years later, he would often say that “I was one of those students who made the top half of the class possible.”10 That usually drew a delayed laugh, depending on how long it took for people to catch on, but it was not just a joke, at least in his first years at Hopkins.

If most young Americans were starting to enjoy the roaring, marching, dope-smoking 1960s, the Johns Hopkins of Bloomberg’s day still sat comfortably in the 1950s. Bloomberg liked to depict his early college years as a local version of John Belushi’s Animal House—toga parties, drunks, the whole disgusting frat boy bit. His friends from that era challenge that view, at least for Bloomberg. They describe a guy who could pretend to be just another drunken lout but who really wanted to stay sober, or at least sober enough to run things.

John Galotto, who became a physician and one of Bloomberg’s closest friends over the years, recalled fraternity rush week, when somebody suggested he go check out this Bloomberg kid. Unlike most eighteen-year-olds, the boy from Medford had a dorm room that was spotless and organized, Galotto recalled. There were notes lined up on the wall. There was a chart his mother made for him, coded to show which shirt went with which jacket, tie, and trousers.11

Galotto was impressed with the young man from Medford, and he proudly helped him become the first Jewish member of the Phi Kappa Psi fraternity. As revolutionary as that was, it didn’t seem to make much difference to his new brothers. And before long, young Bloomberg moved into the fraternity house and took command—cleaning up the kind of disorder only a few dozen college boys could create. Bloomberg found a local woman who could cook. He hired someone who would clean, and then he divided the expenses among his fraternity brothers.

“He was very fussy about cleaning up. He used to get furious at us,” Galotto recalled with a laugh. “Every so often you would see him bustle around with garbage bags and cleaning up and cursing us and making everything look shipshape.”

Mostly, it was in good fun, but once, when a frat brother left too many beer cans and dirty athletic gear around the frat house living room, Bloomberg raged at him about being a slob. The boy bellowed back, at one point calling him a “spindly-legged little Jew.” Bloomberg dashed up the stairs in a fury, grabbed his ice skates, and pinned the frat boy to the ground with his skates at the offender’s neck. “I went up there and got him and calmed him down,” Galotto said. The slur was indeed disgusting, but Galotto told him, “ ‘I just made sure you didn’t ruin your life over whether someone was cleaning up enough.’ He laughed. Finally.”12

As he emerged as a campus leader, Bloomberg soon would have to clean up more than his own fraternity house. Midway through his senior year, the Baltimore Sun reported that a sanitation officer gave two fraternities at Johns Hopkins a deadline of thirty days to clean up “their backyards of rat infestation and accumulated trash and debris.”13 It was a perfect mission for Bloomberg, who by then was president of the Interfraternity Council. He got the two negligent fraternities to clean up and pushed to create an entire system for keeping fraternity row from being a public health hazard.

Bloomberg later told the judge that his council had instituted new rules. There would be a weekly inspection of each of the fourteen fraternity houses by the vice president of the council. And each fraternity had to appoint someone responsible for upkeep during the summer. Also, Bloomberg promised that they would enforce the cleanliness code with fines of up to $200 and would even prohibit functions (i.e., girls and beer kegs) and outlaw the pledging of new members. Serious business, and if Bloomberg’s brethren were irritated, the judge was impressed.

“I’m delighted and pleased, not only about the physical work, but because a line of thinking and a method of action has been adopted to ensure, to a great extent, that the action over the past several weeks will be sustained,” Baltimore City judge Robert Hammerman concluded.14

Four months later, Bloomberg was again in the local news after police were called early one morning to the Phi Sigma Delta house. Neighbors accused the fraternity of “holding some bacchanalian affairs,” and they were threatening to sue. The fraternity didn’t help. The brothers had responded to a police visit by building a makeshift fort on the front lawn. Enough, Bloomberg’s council decreed. They fined the Phi Sigma Deltas $200 and imposed two weeks social probation. As Bloomberg explained to the Baltimore Sun reporter, “This means that neither parties nor visits from girls will be allowed during this time.” And the money would go to charity, he decided.

Pictures of Bloomberg in his senior yearbook show a very serious, even stern young man. The yearbook writers described his “omnipresent smirk”—more a half smile, an expression that Bloomberg would use to his advantage over the years because it gave away nothing about what was really happening inside. But the serious Bloomberg had a less forbidding side; he designed the college logo—a stylized bright blue jay. Years later, he would appear to dress up like a blue jay as part of an elaborate video holiday card from Johns Hopkins. “The things I do for this university,” he would say as he stripped off a huge birdlike shoe for the cameras.

A boy like Michael Bloomberg could not easily afford Johns Hopkins—tuition was $1,600 a year, a lot of money to him and his family. Scholarships didn’t exist for C students (and especially those with an occasional D). So Mike got loans from his family and worked and worked and worked.

His main job was managing the faculty club parking lot at night. He earned $35 a week plus dinner. His task was to keep students out of the parking lot reserved for professors. “I would sit there on a chair, sometimes under the street light so I could read,” as he explained years later.15 “Holding an umbrella and my slide rule, which was hard to do with one hand, working on physics problems. And they’d drive down the driveway, and they’d see me, and they’d back out. Most times, you didn’t even have to get up.”

After work, he went inside the faculty club, where the woman running the place provided a meager peanut butter and jelly sandwich. Bloomberg quickly found a way around such a paltry offering. He went to the club’s kitchen and charmed the three women cooks. “You’d walk in, and there were these three big, fat cooks. I think they were sisters, but they all looked alike, enormous women. They loved me and gave me sirloin steaks and slices of roast beef.”16

Through the undergraduate years, Dr. Galotto recalled, one image of Bloomberg at Hopkins seemed to say it all. “He always acted like he wasn’t doing anything, like he wasn’t studying, that he was out late partying,” Galotto said.17 Colleagues remembered how one night around 2:00 a.m., Mike’s friends saw him carrying something large with great effort as he was crossing the campus. As he got closer, they saw it was a gigantic stack of the big, wide printouts that came from the copiers of the day. “He was doing all this stuff sub-rosa so we wouldn’t think he was a nerd,” one associate recalled.

In an era when many students across America were marching on Washington or protesting in the streets, Bloomberg steered clear of those who wanted to upend the establishment. He gave a small contribution to the NAACP, a poor student’s tribute to his father. But he did not march. The only protest involved the dress code at the dining hall. Bloomberg’s group, almost certainly led by Bloomberg, followed the dress code all too precisely. They came to dinner shirtless. But they were dutifully wearing coats and ties.18

Bloomberg’s real talent, his friends and fellow students soon realized, was his ability to get along with anybody, to make even disagreeable people agree. He used those skills to become president of his fraternity, head of the Interfraternity Council, a squabbling group of egos, and then president of the senior class. Or, as Bloomberg boasted years later, “an all-around big man on campus.”19

Learning how to get consensus would certainly serve him well in business and politics. He was a natural negotiator who could easily figure out how to soften the opponent’s resolve, and humor was always a part of the repertoire. He could make people laugh—making jokes about others but also himself, about being so short that he agreed to dress up like a leprechaun to tend the bar at a campus Saint Patrick’s Day party.

For a college student, Bloomberg had a lot of poise. He would occasionally joke that he would be America’s first Jewish president. “How can you talk that way to the first Jewish president? Or, you’re going to challenge the word of the first Jewish president?” Mary Kay Shartle, wife of Dr. Galotto and also a longtime friend from college days, remembered. It was always good for a laugh, but later, it became clear that it wasn’t just part of Bloomberg’s routine. “Most of us were just college kids living in the moment, Mike was living in the future,” she said. “I’m not sure even he knew exactly what future.”20



Bloomberg, the fake frat boy, changed on April 28, 1963. His father, the softer parent, the one who thought young Mike could do little wrong, died suddenly of heart failure at age fifty-seven. To friends, Bloomberg said only that he had to go away for a few days to Boston. When he returned, he showed no sign of the personal torment he would only talk about later and about how he overcame it, how he got back to work. But colleagues at Hopkins suddenly saw a different Mike Bloomberg. Serious. Busy. Maniacally pursuing the serious business of college, grades, leadership, no more nonsense.

He had been known in Medford as a guy who kept his distance with rough jokes and smart-ass commentary. That toughness hardened after his father died. He would soon start telling people not to dwell on tragedy, not to mourn. “Get over it” was like an automatic reaction when there was something awful to get over. That later distance from an openly emotional response, even to national tragedies, was true even at Johns Hopkins. When President Kennedy was assassinated in Bloomberg’s senior year, many students were so devastated that they took to the streets or went to Washington to watch the cortege. Bloomberg saw it differently.

“I remember in November I had planned a big fraternity dance in the gym, and we had spent all our budget hiring James Brown and the Flames to play, and then Kennedy got shot and we canceled the dance and couldn’t get our deposit back. Never got the deposit back,” he said nearly three decades later.

If that memory seemed shockingly beside the point, Bloomberg, the unsentimental pragmatist, saw Kennedy’s death as a blip in the real history of his time. “It was like [the death of] Princess Diana, in that everybody thought the world had changed, and the papers were full of it, but a week later people go back to their own work, their own lives, and there was nothing changed, no matter what anybody says.”21

One of his teachers at Johns Hopkins, Willis Gore, recalled the youth’s transformation after a spring semester when Bloomberg got his usual C in Electrical Circuit Analysis. Suddenly, in the next semester he got the sixth-highest grade in class.22 Bloomberg sometimes explained that the shift into a higher gear came when he decided that, after college, he needed to go to graduate school. This was what Hopkins students did. They became doctors, lawyers, scientists, engineers; they were professionals.

There was another reason for this new intensity, of course. He was now the head of the Bloomberg family. His mother was strong, and she would go to work to help out; his sister would do her part, but he would be the man in charge. It would be another reason to head for the top. And for Mike Bloomberg of Medford, Massachusetts, that meant Harvard.

Years later, he said that although he got a degree in engineering, he knew he wasn’t ever going to be a great engineer.23 Being president of his class and head of the fraternity council and essentially running the fraternity world at Hopkins had given young Bloomberg a taste of management. Harvard was mecca for managers, at least in business. It would teach the finer points of running almost any enterprise. Also, it was just down the road from his mother in Medford.



“Somehow or other, I got into Harvard Business School. Nobody can figure that out, with this grade C average I got in. It was a clerical error, I’m sure,” he said to laughter during a speech to the business school years later. “But it turned out okay for the Business School as well.” (He would go on to give them millions for a library named after his father, a chair dedicated to philanthropy, and a $32 million grant for the business school to create a Cities Leadership Initiative to help mayors with their management skills.)24

When Bloomberg gave the commencement address at Harvard in 2014, a columnist for the Boston Herald looked back at Bloomberg’s grades in high school and college and wrote a column with the phrase “File Under: Not Wicked Smaht.” “If he were a college senior today, Bloomberg would be headed straight to the New England Tractor Trailer Training School, but things were a lot less competitive back then,” sniffed Gayle Fee about the ex-mayor’s middling grade averages in high school and college.25

Perhaps a “smahter” point would be that if Harvard Business School is not on the lookout for a Mike Bloomberg, maybe it’s time to rethink the admissions policies. The places that helped young Mike Bloomberg learn about the world—the Boston science museum, Johns Hopkins, and Harvard University—all fared extremely well after their ex-student became one of the richest men on the planet.

In almost any of Bloomberg’s versions of his life, Harvard gets a brief, almost dismissive mention. It was like punching a ticket on his way to the moneyed class. While the student world convulsed with protests and LSD and assaults on the establishment, Bloomberg had his head down. Did he sample the free sex? Of course, he told friends and later even some of his employees. Did he do drugs? Marijuana, a bit.26

But overall, Bloomberg’s years at Harvard were “well spent,” as he said later, learning the basics of business. Harvard’s methods were brutal. “There’s nothing as educational as the instantaneous feedback of a hundred classmates shouting you down when you’re caught unprepared or can’t justify a position,” he wrote.27 Anybody who worked for Bloomberg was wise to have that quote pop up when they turned on the computer in the morning. Bloomberg, as mayor, as businessman, as philanthropist, could be merciless when somebody came to him unprepared. City officials quaked when the mayor began to squint at their chart or printout of the latest data. The questions would be direct, and they seemed always to aim at the weakest point on the page. That was perfect Bloomberg, perfect Harvard.

Decades later, Bloomberg remembered a day when he had not read the daily assignment, a case study about a business problem. When the professor asked who wanted to talk about the details of the reading, Bloomberg figured that if he raised his hand, this particular professor would not call on him.

The professor called on him.

Bloomberg quickly moved into high gear: “I’m so thrilled that you called on me,” he remembered saying. “I want to thank you so much. It really is a great honor and a great experience to be here with all these smart people and have so many great professors like you, and I thought this particular case was so important you might want to ask others around the room to first lay it out and I would come and pull it all together and give it all the import that it really needs.”

Around the room, fellow students were rolling their eyes. Some were chuckling out loud. “It was so obvious that I hadn’t read the case. I had no idea what we were talking about,” he said years later.

So the professor gave him and the class the day off and told them to come back the next day with the right analysis.

“I had a moral issue that night, no, a risk-management issue. There was no reason if this guy was smart that he was going to call on me the next day, because he would have known I had read the case. So did I have the balls to not read the case?”

He read the case.

It was about the Masland carpet company, which had warehouses and showrooms around the country. Young Mike told the class that he would recommend that the company close the warehouses and just have showrooms and ship from one place.

“This was before FedEx and DHL,” Bloomberg recalled. And when he laid out his plans, “they laughed at me, literally laughed at me.” The professor told him it wasn’t very practical, not smart, Mr. Bloomberg.

Some time later, the professor came into the class with a newspaper tucked under his arm. “I guess we owe Mr. Bloomberg an apology,” he said. Masland had decided to consolidate its warehouses and keep its showrooms. Bloomberg, who clearly loves these stories that show him besting the established wisdom, was so thrilled he was still telling the story a half century later. Even so, he always added at the end, the professor only gave him a passing grade, nothing special.28

If Harvard’s technique provided him a “superior” but not “outstanding” education, as he described those years, it gave him the first brush with big names. He later laughed about his misspent awe as a student, but throughout his business and political years he also would court and clearly enjoy being around the rich and famous. “Embarrassingly, I remember being more impressed by whom I was matriculating with than by their abilities. As a kid from working-class Medford, never before had I met people as close to the limelight,” he wrote years later. Just as quickly, however, he dismissed these heirs to the bold names of the day. “Did I think they’d rise to the top just because their dads did? (Generally they didn’t.)” Few of their companies would even survive by the end of the century, he added.

“The bullshitters faded away,” he said.29

When Harvard asked him to give that commencement address, the Harvard Crimson chastised those on campus who wanted to stop Bloomberg from speaking. Bloomberg had just left city hall, and some students objected to his police commissioner’s overuse of stop-and-frisk policies in black and Hispanic communities. The Crimson editors rallied. “Michael Bloomberg is not a dull choice, and that reality is part of what makes him somebody worth listening to,” they wrote. “It would be far more troubling if the University chose someone who would deliver a milquetoast speech, devoid of both substance and controversy.”30

Bloomberg did not disappoint the Crimson editors or most of those in the audience. The New York Daily News headline about the speech read “Mike in Harvard Rant at Ivy Liberals.” He compared the intolerance of some in New York City who objected when a Muslim group wanted to build a community center near the World Trade Center site to those at American universities “where the forces of repression appear to be stronger now than they have been since the 1950s.”

He called out college campuses, “including here at Harvard,” for a requirement that scholars were funded only if their work conforms to a particular, often liberal or progressive, view. “There’s a word for that idea,” he said. “Censorship. And it is just a modern-day form of McCarthyism.”

He was talking about how students had protested speeches from former secretary of state Condoleezza Rice and also from his police commissioner, Ray Kelly.

“Today, on many college campuses, it is liberals trying to repress conservative ideas, even as conservative faculty members are at risk of becoming an endangered species. And perhaps nowhere is that more true than here in the Ivy League.” And, later, “A university cannot be great if its faculty is politically homogenous.”

The dignitaries in their multicolored regalia began to shift on the platform behind him, their demeanor ranging from uncomfortable to angry. Perhaps if Bloomberg had been a Rockefeller or a Kennedy or one of those rock-ribbed families that felt Harvard was right up there with the best clubs and the cushiest seats in heaven, he might not have chastised those who ran the place. Not openly, at least. But Mike Bloomberg hated to miss a chance to make a stir and an important point.31

During Bloomberg’s own Harvard days, of course, the campus was full of rage and debate, especially about the Vietnam War. Again, he did not participate. Bloomberg faced the draft when he graduated in 1966, and he has said he wanted to be an army officer, perhaps in an engineering arm of the military. He was rejected, he insisted later, because he had flat feet. Flat feet always seemed like a privileged-class ailment to keep the select few from marching to war with the less fortunate. And years later, when writer Joyce Purnick questioned how such a minor problem could get such a major exemption during the Vietnam era, Bloomberg angrily took off his shoes and socks and displayed how his arches had failed to arch.32 Those feet earned him a 1-Y medical deferment in 1966, which meant he would only go to war in a national emergency. (It was the same deferment that President Donald Trump received in 1968 for “bone spurs.”)

Over the years he learned to convert his relief about missing the military into humor about his physical deficiency. He said that he and the draft board had a pact—if he didn’t call them, they wouldn’t call him. Instead of Vietnam, the youth with a new MBA moved swiftly to New York City, where he could begin to enjoy the money scrums of Wall Street.
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THE SALOMON BROTHERHOOD

“Hey, Harvard. Get me coffee.”

When Bloomberg graduated from Harvard Business School in 1966, there was no army of ambitious young people rushing to earn the easy gold on Wall Street. The few who strayed into the financial world in those days favored the dignified white-shoe firms or started working for Daddy. Selling stocks and bonds like a peddler was grubby, beneath their old-moneyed class.

In contrast, young Bloomberg had already established that he loved selling. The Christmas wreaths in Medford were a first taste. As a Harvard student, he had worked in a small real estate firm, outselling the regulars, as he told it, because he always arrived early and answered the phones to grab new clients before the rest of the staff had poured their first cup of coffee.1

One of Bloomberg’s Harvard pals suggested that the indefatigable young Mike should try Goldman Sachs or a small family-controlled bond trading firm called Salomon Brothers & Hutzler. Both firms jumped at the chance to bring in a young Ivy grad who was just as eager to learn the selling and trading side of the business.

At Goldman, Bloomberg was interviewed by Gustave Levy, a big-name arbitrageur and philanthropist, one of the lions of Wall Street in his day. Goldman offered him $14,000 a year, a good salary even for a Harvard graduate. At Salomon, Bloomberg met three people including John Gutfreund, the number two man in the firm. He would become known as the “king of Wall Street” in the 1980s before he was forced to leave in disgrace over a treasury bond scandal.2 Most important, during his tour of Salomon, Bloomberg started talking to a man named Billy, who was “just some easy to talk to, nice person.”3 That “nice person” turned out to be William R. Salomon, managing partner of his family’s firm.

Nearly fifty years later, Bloomberg would speak at Billy Salomon’s funeral. The address that went out to the media was solid and respectful, but at the end of his eulogy, Bloomberg’s voice softened as he talked about how Billy was “more than a mentor, almost like a second father to me . . . And maybe somewheres [sic], my father is now saying to Billy, thank you for all you did for my son,” he said, his voice breaking up. “And I say it, too. Thank you, Billy, I couldn’ta done it without you.”4

What makes that moment so unusual for Michael Bloomberg was that he had spent most of his life carefully hiding that soft side. He could blow up. He could joke. He could be tough and mean and crude. He could be generous and loyal. But soft? Michael Bloomberg didn’t really do soft, at least not publicly.

When the young Bloomberg took the job at Salomon, Billy was one of the reasons, and he settled for less—$9,000, plus a $2,500 loan. Even with the Harvard stamp of approval, he started in the business like everybody else at Salomon—in the vault. “We slaved in our underwear, in an un-air-conditioned bank vault, with an occasional six pack of beer to make it more bearable,” he recalled. “Every afternoon, we counted out billions of dollars of actual bond and stock certificates to be messengered to banks as collateral for overnight loans.”5 In the mornings, when the stack of documents came back, Bloomberg and his comrades in “the Cage,” as they called it, made sure they were counted in the firm’s inventory.

After a few months sweating at the firm’s lowest level, Bloomberg became a clerk, “putting little paper slips in alphabetical order, all day long.” It was so humiliating that Bloomberg said the reason he didn’t quit was that he was “too embarrassed” to say what he was actually doing at Salomon. He told his Harvard friends, many of whom had offices by then, private offices with windows and carpets, that he was “studying methods and procedures to simplify the work flow.”6 Within a year, he was a real clerk at the utilities desk on Salomon’s trading floor, where he stamped and recorded trades. It was a move up. Barely.

As Bloomberg watched the Salomon methods in his agonizingly slow rise up the company ladder, he witnessed an operation that would soon be as antiquated as the rotary telephone.

Sales only felt real in those days if they were on paper, and those valuable certificates had to be walked across the street to the bank for the night. After the markets closed, a small army of couriers, older men, often ex-cops smoking cigars and looking like nobody to mess with, carted the evidence of the day’s trades from brokers to the banks. In 1968, Bloomberg and his colleagues encountered the “Paperwork Crisis,” a crucial moment on Wall Street, when the sheer volume of paper overwhelmed the markets. At that point, about 12 million shares changed hands every day (compared to about 900 million a day by 2015), and the back offices (and the boys in the bank vaults) were swamped. The stock exchange eased the crisis by restricting trading to four days a week with some firms closing early to catch up and some going out of business because of the confusion in the back office.7

Meanwhile, Mike Bloomberg had been trying to escape that daily paper storm and was growing tired of waiting for his chance to be a real-live broker. He seethed about being the butt of anti-Harvard antics by the golden boy traders. “Hey, Harvard, get me coffee.”8 Enough with the fraternal hazing, enough with the petty, monotonous shuffling of paper and running errands. One day, Bloomberg simply cracked. His job was to sharpen pencils and place them carefully on traders’ desks—six number 2 pencils on one and six number 3 pencils on another. Instead, that day he furiously broke the lead tips off the ends of the prescribed pencils, and one trader who saw the pencil carnage on his desk started screaming that Bloomberg should be fired. To Bloomberg’s relief, he was soon moved out of that trader’s line of vision—to the equities desk, where, as it turned out, he belonged.9

Robert Quinn, a colleague from the same era, recalled Salomon’s utilitarian offices at 60 Wall Street where Bloomberg would have suffered his initiation rites. “There was a team of seven or eight calculators—mostly mature women—who [recorded] the trades,” he said. “They were handwritten on pieces of paper, carbon copies, then sent down in a little basket between floors on a rope.” There were runners, mostly young women who ran to help when a trader yelled “Wire” so that a trade could be registered and handed to a cluster of telegraphers. And the women who had calculators “punched a lot of buttons, they were very adept at it. They had to calculate the interest on the bonds and the value and they were very important to the process,” Quinn recalled. “And they were lovely ladies.”10

There were spittoons in those early days, and the smell of sweat and cigars could be overpowering as the trading day reached its daily climax. The noise level in “The Room” was deafening, and there was no real noise buffer, and each day, the decibel level rose as traders vied for who could yell the loudest. “Visitors to the balcony over The Room were often astonished by the zoolike roar that rose from the floor when, for example, the Federal Reserve came into the market at 11:30 in the morning.”11

If Salomon’s pit was a big, open ear-splittingly noisy warehouse, Bloomberg and his colleagues fed on it. And even as the computers slowly made that open room less like an open bazaar, it would be a floor plan that Bloomberg would adopt for his businesses and city hall.

As Salomon Brothers (often, “Solly”) grew to become one of the most powerful financial houses on Wall Street, the language of the trading floor would still raise eyebrows at a truck stop. “Fuck you” was a way of saying hello, as one veteran of the Salomon floor explained. Or as another alumnus put it, “The word ‘fuck’ at Salomon Brothers was a way to take a breath.”12 Everybody was a target—too tall? Too short? And women had to be tougher than any of them. One Salomon alumnus recalled that often he would see an older woman reduced to tears by some young, foul-mouthed trader engrossed in the risky trade of the day.13 But it was addictive, a kind of “greed-speed,” a money-rich high that infected almost everyone who worked on the trading floors in those days.

Quinn, who spent twenty-six years at Salomon and was there during Bloomberg’s time, described the room as “an adult kindergarten and, frankly, it was wonderful. The language was not appropriate for adult men,” he acknowledged, “but we were all in the pit together yelling and fussing. It was spontaneous and fast, like an intellectually athletic experience. You had to be quick-witted and think on your feet and express yourself very quickly.”14

Bloomberg would thrive in that thunder dome, at least for a while. He fed on the electricity, the daily scrum for trades. He also learned quickly that the “easy to talk to, nice” Billy Salomon, or WRS as his staff called him, was not always that easy to talk to or nice. Billy could be gentlemanly, but he also ran a tough school for fast-talking, street-smart ruffians. Still, he would insist that they refuse to exchange expensive gifts with clients—no booze, no tickets, no Thanksgiving turkeys. WRS could listen to dissent, but he was the head man, not the head negotiator. Even for Bloomberg, who believed he was a favorite, Salomon could be tough. One day Billy asked him to go buy a birthday card, and when Bloomberg came back with it, after some careful shopping around, Salomon threw it at him and said, “Not this shit.”15

Morris Offit, who was Salomon’s sales director in Bloomberg’s day and later went on to found a bank and an investment house, once described Billy as “the most underrated Wall Street leader” of his day. “Billy had little compassion, and he did little stroking . . . He had what I used to call the Pit Theory of personnel management—put all these guys into a pit and whoever walks out is the survivor.”16 It would be a rough model for Bloomberg’s own system as he later ran a business, a city, and a high-powered philanthropy.

Yet for all the noise and the raw locker-room talk in those days, Billy Salomon demanded a kind of financial propriety that would soon become passé. He would require that traders give up part of their profits to the needy. And Henry Kaufman, once the chief economist at Salomon Brothers, best known as “Dr. Doom” for predicting troubles in the markets, remembered Salomon’s code in detail. One day Billy told a trader he had made too much from a deal and had to give some of the profit back.17 Give the profit back? How quaint, traders would scoff in later years, but Billy Salomon believed that you had to be fair to the customers, not simply suck out every dime on every deal. And when one of the biggest trading stars in the firm cheated on his expense account, Salomon fired him. No appeal, no questions. He was just gone.18

Billy Salomon’s system worked well in the time that Bloomberg was there. The firm grew from a modest bond house to a legendary investment center on Wall Street. Bloomberg rode that growth into the good times, and he quickly got a reputation as a particularly ballsy salesman who told everybody, including the boss, how to run things.

Bloomberg worked with Jay Perry, an occasionally unhinged block trader (once described as “frenetic and untrustworthy but not vicious”)19 who honed Bloomberg’s skills as a salesman to the point the duo “could sell anything to anybody.”20 Bloomberg apparently enjoyed the full Perry madness, and soon he had ridden that high-risk tension executing big trades and earning his chops as an up-and-coming Salomon superstar. It did not hurt that he came in early and often stayed late enough to get a ride home with Gutfreund.

Still, Bloomberg’s trajectory was not a straight line upward. In August 1972, when he expected to be named partner, he was not on the list. Everyone else at his level got the nod, not Mike Bloomberg. With tears of fury, Bloomberg recalled muttering, “I’ll kill ’em.” And “I’ll shoot myself.”21 Instead, he went for a run to relieve the tension and arrived back at work the next morning, full of his usual brash confidence and enthusiasm. In December that year, without explanation, he was finally made partner.



Bloomberg’s years at Salomon were a little like a raucous childhood he didn’t have, the sybaritic frat world that he barely tasted. Wall Street was turning into the famous go-go Gomorrah of Hollywood fame, and even though Salomon was a small firm, it was growing and becoming a part of the fast, mean, ugly, risky, obscene, and seductive world. Temptations were everywhere. The hot breathing over a risky sale, the successful peddling of a new product, a client who bought the line—it was simply another form of Wall Street sex. At day’s end, they needed smokes, expensive cigars, good food, and whiskey. The girls were there, if that was what you wanted. The drugs were there—and they brought more than a few of them down. But the money would be the greatest seduction of all and it was everywhere. Piles of it, literally.

At first Mike Bloomberg had gawked at the silverware laid out at fancy dinners and marveled at the genuine artwork in upscale offices. In 1967, for his first trip to the La Côte Basque, a luxurious restaurant on Manhattan’s West Fifty-fifth Street that was once anointed “society’s temple” by the Times, he couldn’t stop admiring the excess.22 His friend Harvey Eisen described those early days as two lower-middle-class guys who didn’t have a nickel, and Bloomberg was living in a studio apartment where he put up a curtain and called it a one bedroom.23 Soon, however, Bloomberg would learn to use the expense accounts like his colleagues. And he would quickly adopt the argot of Wall Street so that even years later, he could all too easily slip back into the mean crudities that traders came to expect from one another.

Richard Levy, a trader who worked for Bloomberg on the equities desk, recalled the day when his grandfather died and he told Bloomberg that he planned to go to the funeral. That was not convenient, Bloomberg told him. It would be a big trading day, and “Would you mind having them change the funeral?” Bloomberg asked. He later apologized, but his instant reaction was to focus on the sale, not on the humans around him.24 It would be another example of how Mike Bloomberg would often blurt out exactly what was on his mind, then apologize later—a habit or tic that would cause him more trouble after he escaped the Wall Street of his day.

As Bloomberg was moving up at Salomon, his boss and champion, Jay Perry, was turning into a strange, tortured creature—at one point emptying all the contents of Bloomberg’s desk on the floor.25 Perry screamed at colleagues and even threatened clients. As he wrestled with an ugly divorce, Perry’s tasks fell to young Bloomberg, who was considered meek and stable compared to the combustible Perry.26 Perry’s bitter enemy was another complicated man, Richard Rosenthal, and battles between the two had turned into fisticuffs on the trading room floor.

In 1975, the everyday flare-ups between Perry and Rosenthal became so intense that the managing partners decided to bypass both and give the less erratic Bloomberg control over the block trading in stocks. He was thirty-three and his work ethic was legendary. “It’s a game for people who thrive on pressure and excitement,” he told the New York Times. “I love the business. I live and breathe the business.”27

Bloomberg’s life after hours also changed. He moved from his old dating patterns—would you like to take a beer and pizza and join me on the Staten Island Ferry?—to the fast lane. On weekends, he and his friends would party with incredible energy and efficiency. When they rented a place, Bloomberg was, as always, in charge. “He cooked, he did all the food. He wouldn’t let anybody do anything,” said Harvey Eisen, a friend from the Salomon days who remained a friend. He even bought groceries—two full carts always empty by Sunday evening. Empty? Eisen was asked. He laughed. “You never heard of the munchies?”28

Bloomberg would boast, or maybe admit, that he had “a girlfriend in every city.” Maybe, for a while, but one British secretary at Salomon Brothers in London turned out to be special. In December 1976, he married Susan Elizabeth Barbara Meyer, née Brown, a twenty-eight-year-old British divorcée. Friends remember his wife as quiet and strong, the family anchor when daughter Emma was born in 1979 and Georgina in 1983. If the new Mrs. Bloomberg had read that interview about how Bloomberg lived and breathed the business, she would have been prepared for the husband who worked hellish hours, who loved dinners and galas, who was seldom at rest, a man who would later say that he loved devoting “twelve hours to work and twelve hours to fun—every day.”29 It was a joke, yes, but what it really revealed was that Michael Bloomberg had begun to agonize over an empty hour. He was a doer, a constant doer. An evening home with a book, more Mrs. Bloomberg’s style, was not Mike Bloomberg’s idea of a productive night. Soon, they were beginning to enjoy separate lives, a sliding toward what would be a fairly amicable divorce after seventeen years of marriage. Susan Bloomberg told the London Daily Mail years later that she had asked for the divorce because her husband was working night and day, and “I was in a country that wasn’t my own and very lonely.”30 Bloomberg often said that he had suffered only two bad days in his life—the day his father died and the day his mother died. One longtime associate added a third heartbreak—when his wife, Susan, left him.31

More and more, what Bloomberg loved was being out there, meeting people, connecting, networking. It was all part of building the Bloomberg name and the Bloomberg man. He later wrote that “I’m sure someone, someplace is smart enough to succeed while ‘keeping it in perspective’ and not working too hard, but I’ve never met him or her. The more you work, the better you do. It’s that simple. I always outworked the other person.”32

Yet even the Bloomberg work ethic wasn’t a simple route to success at Salomon. The late seventies were not good for block traders like him, and Richard Rosenthal, who seemed to have a special need to disparage the boy from Harvard. Rosenthal, who did not have a college degree, told colleagues that Bloomberg was a failure, a waste of the firm’s money, a burr in the hide of the august Salomon firm.33

Suddenly, in 1979, Rosenthal made his play. He convinced the board to allow him to take over equities, Bloomberg’s patch. The news sent Bloomberg into a rage, and he stormed across the room to see the bosses, in particular the one he had cultivated for so long, John Gutfreund, and announced that there was no way he was working for Richard Rosenthal. They knew that. Bloomberg would not be working with Rosenthal or Perry, who had by then been transferred to the edge of the known world—Dallas. No more equities for the Bloomberg irritant. Instead, he was going “upstairs” to run the company computer system and the technical side of things. It was, by anybody’s lights, a demotion.

For his bosses at Salomon, however, it was obviously a reasonable solution. Bloomberg had been nagging them for years about updating the paper trail needed to sell stocks and bonds. When he pushed in the early 1970s to set up a system that would provide quick and understandable data to traders (who often had to look through piles of ragged Wall Street Journals to find yesterday’s index or price or whatever), the bosses told him he could create such a computerized package—but only on his own time. Bloomberg did exactly that, and he and a few others created something he called the “B-page.” The B meant “back-up or background,” not “Bloomberg,” although he admitted he enjoyed having people think it was his creation. Never the shy one, Bloomberg’s first message to colleagues on his B-page was the announcement in December 1972 that he had just made partner.34 If he deserved praise and credit for dragging Salomon out of the paper era, Dick Rosenthal made certain he didn’t get it.35

Rosenthal also conspired to make Bloomberg’s last two years at Salomon miserable. Computers, administration, data—to any self-respecting trader this was girls’ stuff. He went from being the quarterback to the water boy overnight. Barely a step up from his early days as clerk. Friends remember him at a lonely desk on an upper floor, away from the action, away from the trading thrum that he so loved. But if the big boys were trying to get him to quit, Mike Bloomberg wasn’t leaving. Instead, he turned the full force of his energy and his knowledge—the engineering, the Harvard business expertise, the understanding of Wall Street—toward the computers that were supposed to humiliate him.

In his exile, Bloomberg soon became the master of charts and data and the complex logarithms of modern finance. He kept going to Gutfreund to talk about how other, newer computers would make Salomon run better and faster. But Gutfreund and others were not listening. They mostly sided with Richard Rosenthal, who kept making fun of Bloomberg and his “peckers,” belittling the Perry acolyte as a misfit in Salomon’s high-powered fraternity.

At the same time, Rosenthal was helping craft the sale of Salomon to the Phibro company. The Philipp brothers, who ran Phibro and traded in nearly one hundred major commodities including oil or silver,36 offered to buy Salomon Brothers for $550 million. In the official histories of this era, the merger happened because Phibro had cash and Salomon had debts.37 But there were other more personal reasons that some at Salomon wanted this sale. When he was in charge of the company before retiring in 1978, Billy Salomon had made it hard for his employees to draw out their share of the company’s profits unless the money went to a charity.38 Some, like Rosenthal, were anxious to check out with the full share (and he would leave the company with his payout a year after the sale).39

Gutfreund and his colleagues also decided the sale would allow them to shed people, paying them handsomely to leave. On August 1, 1981, Gutfreund and others told Michael Bloomberg he had until the end of the year to find another job. They gave him his share—a payout of $10 million.

Almost any telling of Michael Bloomberg’s business career, any imparting of advice from one of the nation’s most successful billionaires, begins on that August day when he learned that his beloved Salomon Brothers did not love him in return. His autobiography starts there. Once, in a television interview that lasted seven and a half minutes, he mentioned it five times.40 He would later thank the man who fired him, John Gutfreund, and often mention in speeches that “it turned out okay,” which, coming from a famous billionaire, mayor, and philanthropist, always got a good laugh.

For all the talk about that day he was told to leave, Bloomberg has never really explained in much detail how he felt or what he did to make it happen. He has said, “Was I sad . . . you bet. But, as usual, I was much too macho to show it.”41 Sure, he was a rich man, his father would have told him to put it in the bank, but his first purchase was a new sable coat for his wife—just to show her that he was fine.

Actually the young Mike was “devastated,” said Kenneth Lipper, who was at Salomon and who watched Bloomberg through his last rocky years. “He loved Salomon Brothers. He loved the tough-guy swagger, the whole trading atmosphere. It was like having your parents stop the car, open the door, and leave you at the side of the road.”42

Bloomberg’s own explanation is that Richard Rosenthal was out to get him and finally did. Others from that wild era see it slightly differently. “He was one of the good guys, working their butts off,” said his friend Eisen. He was fired, Eisen believed, “because he has a big mouth, and he doesn’t have a governor on it. So, they sent him to Siberia [running the computer system] . . . Then the worst place turned out to be the best.”43 Bloomberg—who bragged about coming in early and staying late to have time with the boss—kept telling those same bosses how to run the place, never a smart policy for an underling.



In his fifteen years at the company, Bloomberg had learned a great deal about bonds, equities, the full panorama of the increasingly complex financial marketplace. But when he was fired, the young Michael Bloomberg took in other important lessons about how to run a company.

Bloomberg’s friends who have been fired (or find themselves in trouble) have said that one of the first condolence calls comes from Mike Bloomberg. He would learn to use the corporate ax (unstintingly if someone cheated or failed to do the job—like the city official who was instantly dismissed after the mayor caught him playing solitaire on his computer).44 But he would also keep connections with many of those he had ousted—a seat on the board, a grant, a golfing date, a part-time aerie somewhere in the company. Howard Wolfson, who worked for Bloomberg as a deputy mayor in city hall and a political adviser, said that he took Mayor Bloomberg aside one day and complained that one top member of their team was a dud. He wanted the authority to fire that person as soon as possible. Instead, the mayor lowered his voice and explained that firing people is dangerous. It hurts the person who gets fired, of course, and he or she can then go off and bitch about the Bloomberg operation, even to the press. It also hurts the others who stay and fear that their loyalty to him is misplaced. Loyalty deserves loyalty, he said often, and that loyalty pact became early dogma at Bloomberg LP.45



The mighty Salomon Brothers made one particularly important mistake when they gave Michael Rubens Bloomberg his golden boot: they also released him, in every sense of the word. Besides the money, Salomon handed Bloomberg, and later three colleagues, the keys—the expertise they needed—to build one of the most successful financial enterprises in the world. Bloomberg would insist that he and his associates had made sure they did not take anything that belonged to Salomon, no papers, no computer data. But what was in their heads was enough. As Gutfreund acknowledged later, “In the eighties, Bloomberg built his business and sold the services he had developed at Salomon back to Salomon. We paid for it twice. I congratulate him.”46

Bloomberg tried to make certain another Mike Bloomberg couldn’t happen to him. People who work in Bloomberg’s many enterprises sign a confidentiality agreement before the first paycheck. They vow not to use their wisdom about the Bloomberg operation or even gossip about life in the Bloomberg capsule or badmouth the boss. In 1981, when Salomon Brothers fired Mike Bloomberg, they failed to do that.

Salomon Brothers thought they were shedding a young troublemaker. Instead, as he has said repeatedly over the years, they made it possible for Michael Bloomberg to change Wall Street and become one of the world’s most powerful billionaires.


4

THE MAKING OF A BLOOMBERG

“He pushed me and other people out of our comfort zones into places where he saw opportunity, and he was willing to take the risk.”

—Thomas Secunda, co-founder, Bloomberg Terminal

Walking through Bloomberg’s New York headquarters in 2019 with its sleek starship look, its aquariums filled with exotic fish, its vast beehive humming with any hiccup of news in the world economy, it was hard to imagine the hunt-and-peck beginnings of Mike Bloomberg’s terminal.

Newly fired by Salomon Brothers, Mike Bloomberg has always said he worked his normal twelve hours on his final day at Salomon, and then started his own company the next morning.1 He took $300,0002 from his $10 million payout and rented two small rooms in a high-rise full of low-rent offices on upper Madison Avenue. He wanted four other Salomon employees to come with him. One decided it was a gamble he couldn’t take, but three young geeks signed on for the adventure. Bloomberg took the office with a window and a classic New York view of the back alley.3 The three other Salomon alumni shared another room, and the makeshift sign on the door said “Innovative Market Systems.” The project that would make them all members of the “three comma club,” billionaires whose net worth would someday require three commas, all started very slowly.

Their first year, 1982, would not be a particularly good time to start a business. The financial world around them was in retreat. President Ronald Reagan was overseeing what was then the worst recession since the Great Depression, and the lines of people looking for jobs lengthened as the unemployment rate hit nearly 11 percent.4,5 The Dow hovered around 1,0006 and the prime interest rates, which had soared to a meteoric 21.5 percent in December 1980, had begun to come down slowly to the still-astronomical mid-teens.7 As for Bloomberg’s new company, there was a far more important benchmark: Time magazine’s “man” of the year was The Computer.8

Computers were not alien to Wall Street. David Leinweber, a computer scientist and historian, likes to begin his story in 1823 when the “eccentric and obnoxious” Charles Babbage invented (but did not build) his “calculating machine.”9 Then came the telegraph and the ticker tape (which Thomas Edison improved by repeatedly dropping it and then fixing what was broken).10 Then there were the big computer machines—the first one in 1946 “weighed 30,000 pounds and blew a tube every 45 minutes.”11 Bell Labs invented the modem (telephones required). The machines steadily improved and grew smaller each year.12

By the time Bloomberg and his colleagues left Salomon Brothers, there were already the cumbersome mainframe IBM computers and Quotrons or Telerates, boxy contraptions that were little more than computerized ticker-tape machines. Personal computers were edging onto desks by then. They were better than the paper logs of the past, but the Bloomberg team knew these machines could not offer the broker an idea of the “what-ifs” (what if the Fed rate changes or what if OPEC raises the price of oil). The financial computers of the day did not compare one product with the rest of the market. They did not help a trader recognize a good deal from a clunker. As they had packed up their family photos at Salomon Brothers, this foursome would begin their adventure years before most people would even hear the word “Internet.”13



At Innovative Market Systems, the young Salomon refugees began by figuring out what exactly they wanted their machine to do. Bloomberg was the visionary and the banker. Duncan MacMillan would eventually help figure out who would buy their product. Chuck Zegar worked on the software, and Tom Secunda was the whiz kid who helped write the formulas and analytics to make the Bloomberg Terminal unique.14

All four brought key advantages to their new venture. They had been traders, and they knew firsthand what the guy on the phone, the broker desperate to make a sale or buy the lot, really needed. Also, they knew more about computers than most of those on Wall Street. How to knit those two advantages into one great package would be no easy business.

Bloomberg’s official version of this period generously spreads the credit around to those who took a chance with him. But the real spark behind the Bloomberg machine came from Thomas Secunda, who was twenty-seven years old when Bloomberg, then thirty-nine, recruited him.

“He’s like a Steve Wozniak [who co-founded Apple with Steve Jobs],” recalled Morgan Downey, a long-term Bloomberg employee who left to create a lower-cost competitor called Money.net. “Mike was the money; Tom was the coding brains, if you will.”15

Bloomberg and Secunda met in the 1970s when Secunda was a young bond expert and Bloomberg was one of the hotshot equities traders in the business. When Bloomberg asked Secunda to dinner one day, it was like being tapped for an insiders club, the younger man remembered. Since Mike was quite the dashing Wall Street superstar, they went where stars gathered—the Quilted Giraffe on Madison and Fifty-fifth. It was a restaurant of choice in Manhattan in the 1970s and ’80s, and regulars included Jackie Onassis, Woody Allen, Henry Kissinger, and, that evening, Mike and Susan Bloomberg. Bloomberg, the Medford kid, had once marveled at such glamour, the extra forks at the place settings, the masterpiece paintings on loan from the Met. Now it was Tom Secunda’s turn to gawk. “My girlfriend got so flustered that she called me Bob most of the time.”16

In what might have seemed like a fairly routine question that night, Bloomberg asked Secunda what he could do to help him. The youth gave the right answer. He wanted a computer on his desk so that he could get more work done quickly. “In those days, you didn’t have a keyboard,” Secunda recalled. Instead, traders would take their requests to a central computer room to get data from the big computer. Traders used this time waiting for the big computer as a break from the phones, he said. “People spent most of their time just shooting the shit and hanging out” while they waited, but Secunda wanted to skip that step and the leisure that went with it. So the next day he came in and one of the few available terminals was on his desk, “which made me dramatically more effective and pretty soon everybody had one, and I happened to be one of the most hated guys for a while because I took away your excuse for not working.”17 Mike Bloomberg saw real promise in someone who knew about these confounding new computers, someone like him who wanted to work smarter and faster and who refused to slow down with the four o’clock bell.

Secunda tended to be soft-spoken, a gentler contrast to Bloomberg’s sharp edges. Even years later, he would have the look of a sixties folk singer, short beard, easy smile (all of which betrayed an inner toughness, some of his colleagues suggested).

“The thing I’m really proud of is that we changed the way Wall Street works,” he said. “The emphasis shifted from who you knew to what you knew. The trend would have happened whether there was a Bloomberg or not. I think we sped it up. We made it affordable. We made it possible.”

Before the Bloomberg, you went to a trader and he sold you the bonds he had or thought he could get. It was a little like going to a used-car lot and saying, I want a blue Malibu. And the salesman would say, we only have a nice, red Impala. The Bloomberg let its user get a better idea of what was really under the Impala’s hood and whether somebody else at the lot across the street might actually have an affordable blue Malibu. This was nothing short of a revolutionary system that let the air out of a lot of inflated deals and the egos that went with them.

Other data and information providers, like Reuters, were eyeing the market, and it was obvious to many of the younger, computer-savvy traders that this confetti of a system based on paper was as arcane as the old days when some of the first traders sent offers and prices by stagecoach or semaphore.18

“Nobody knew for sure where computers were going, and later where the Internet was going,” remembered John Holman, who helped create what would be an unsuccessful Bloomberg competitor with a system called Shark. The Shark was produced by Walsh Greenwood Information Systems, but didn’t survive on its own. Like Bloomberg’s terminal, Shark arrived before Al Gore’s bill to create the “Information Superhighway” in 1991 or the revolution created by the World Wide Web two years later.19 For those who couldn’t understand why anybody would spend so much energy and money on computers, this looked like a risky gamble, a fantasy tethered to that airy thing called the Internet. No paper; no reality.

“Now it seems obvious,” Holman said. “Then it was a huge risk.”20



Risk, of course, had been the drug of choice at Salomon Brothers. The big risk takers were known in the trade as the Big Swinging Dicks, and they acted like high-wire artists, buying and selling sweat-free and without a net. Bloomberg had learned to savor risk, to court it personally and financially. He skied on the double black diamond slopes. He flew airplanes and helicopters, relishing Wall Street’s code about the need for adventure. “Happiness for me has always been the thrill of the unknown, trying something that everyone says can’t be done, feeling that gnawing pit in my stomach that says, ‘Danger ahead.’ ”21 Clearly, even with all that hard work and careful planning, this love of risk also came with a surprising allotment of good luck.

By the end of the first year at Innovative Market Systems, Bloomberg’s bank account began to dwindle, and friends described a tense and anxious man with little of the bravado from his Salomon days.22 Help came just in time. Bloomberg had been doing a little consulting for Merrill Lynch & Co., and Edmond Moriarty, who was Merrill’s executive vice president for capital markets, offered to give him a hearing about his dream project.

In Bloomberg’s telling, one daunting scene made all the difference, and the hero, as is often the case in these renderings, was Bloomberg himself. It was a small Mike from Medford versus a whole squad of well-tailored corporate giants at Merrill Lynch. To a roomful of skeptics, Bloomberg pitched and pitched, making this glorious machine (which did not yet exist) sound like the answer to every bond trader’s dream. Some in that group remembered being transfixed by Bloomberg’s dazzling spiel but also troubled that Merrill was already working on a similar project with IBM. And the man who had been running software development for Merrill scoffed at the very idea of going outside the company. He told the group that he could do the same thing—internally. It would take six months, he estimated, as long as there were no interruptions.

Six months? Bloomberg huffed. He could get a machine prototype in six months—and, here was the clincher, there would be no charge if Merrill didn’t like the thing.23

Six months? His colleagues back at the little office gasped. Who even began creating a new computer system in six months? For the next very intense nine months—Merrill allowed extra time for contract negotiations—the four men worked six days a week, dawn to midnight some days. On Sunday, they would often come into the little office “just to talk,” Secunda remembered.

“We were all family,” he said. “We sort of lived what we were doing, and we were on a mission . . . we really thought we could change the way Wall Street worked.”24

Bloomberg often remembered those days as the best in his business life. “Never before or since did I have as much fun and as challenging a time,” he would say later in his many speeches to young entrepreneurs. “I’m not sure the company wasn’t better off then either.”25

What they created would look like a kid’s toy. Named the Market Master by the Bloomberg team, it was basically a cathode-ray tube (think 1950s television set) with everything tucked inside. The innards were based on Intel,26 the microprocessor company that later became the world’s top producer of this computer necessity. Having Intel from the beginning made it easier to switch from their self-made machines to the commercial ones when they became available. One early witness thought their machine looked a little like a contraption cobbled together for a high school science project that had more promise than reality. Others quickly saw the future.

Secunda described how they designed and assembled their own keyboards—focusing on how to simplify their offerings enough for the bond trader who was coping with an increasingly bewildering marketplace. They called their first keyboard in 1983 the Chiclet because the keyboard buttons looked vaguely like the little squares of gum popular at the time. Instead of “Enter” on the keyboard, you pushed “Go.” Different markets had different keys—munis, government, mortgages, et cetera. The dreaded QWERTY system of letters that had tortured typists since the 1870s remained, however, even though Bloomberg and his people knew that the world’s bullheaded old brokers of the 1980s would not deign to “type.” Typing was for women and flunkies, “peckers,” as they were known on Wall Street. So Bloomberg and his crowd would argue that this was not typing; this was punching keys. One early ad for the machines even shows a trader aiming only one index finger at the keyboard—to punch, not peck, at the terminal.

Over the years, learning how to use the terminal allowed one to enter a kind of insider’s universe—one user compared it to the Star Trek language of Klingonese—but once you learned, you were so easily hooked that another extremely satisfied user would compare it to drugs. For traders, it was like a company “selling heroin.”27

In early 1983, it became a joke at Merrill that if Bloomberg made the deadline of nine months, he would deliver the first on-time software project in history.28 When Bloomberg brought the prototype of his machine back to Merrill Lynch, he presented it in the afternoon of the day it was due.29 But even the outwardly self-assured Bloomberg was not sure if his makeshift machine would work. There had been weeks of computerized nightmares—crashes, failures, bugs of all varieties. There had been plenty of yelling—Bloomberg himself admitted to a lot of it—and hours of despair. At the demonstration to Merrill’s executives, Bloomberg focused on promoting the wonders of his creation while desperately waiting for it to actually turn on. Finally, out of the corner of his eye, he saw the little flashing message “Loading software.” It meant that his team had dispatched the latest glitch,30 and the machine worked enough to show promise. A few at Merrill opened a bottle of champagne, but there were doubters who worried about whether IBM would match this one-man dervish of a Mike Bloomberg and his homemade terminal.31

Bloomberg had already softened the ground at Merrill’s executive suite when he began consulting for the financial behemoth. In his version, he would start out in the early mornings when most workers were still wrestling with their alarm clocks. He would buy several cups of coffee and tea—black or with milk, sugar, stirrers at hand. He would roam the corporate halls of Merrill holding his coffee tray as a way to introduce himself to the bosses. Oh, you don’t like coffee, you like tea? I’ve got tea. You want sugar with that coffee? I’ve got sugar. Let’s talk. (Those were the days before security, he said, and you could walk right in with a smile and the sheepish look of a lackey who was forced to get the boss coffee.)32

The Starbucks method apparently worked.

Merrill eventually invested $30 million in the fledgling Market Master, and almost equally important at that point, the company supplied Bloomberg with its own data for pricing bonds. Unlike the stock market, the bond market was built on contacts with different traders who could offer different prices for bonds at different banks or brokerages.33 Any real information about some bonds could be extremely slippery because the price was affected by all sorts of shifts—in repayment rates or early redemptions or other arcane matters.34 A trader could use this complexity to make a ton of money at the buyer’s expense. The Bloomberg team wanted to eliminate that confusion for any financial pro who need only peer into their machine and ask it whether a particular bond offering was really a good deal. The Bloomberg would not only give out numbers, it would help the trader make sense of it all by answering a trader’s questions immediately.

Graphs helped, of course. The machines of the day took far too long to create a graph at the same time the broker was working a sale. So Bloomberg hired an engineering company to make what was a “two-plane board”—a way to have the needed information about a bond and a graph about it at the same time. By later standards, it was the horse-and-buggy stage of computing. But for the day, it was as futuristic as the George Lucas Jedi. The clunky Market Master would give you the numbers and the graph almost at the same time—a delicious new combo for a trader who wanted some context while still negotiating on the phone.

The Bloomberg team would install new machines at night when most offices were empty. City building codes? What codes? “A half dozen of us dragged wires from our computers to the keyboards and screens we were putting in place, stuffing the cables through holes we drilled in other people’s furniture—all without permission, violating every fire law and building code and union regulation in the books. It’s amazing we did not burn down some office or electrocute ourselves.” The reward, of course, was when they turned on the machine and, magically, it worked.35

Bloomberg watched over every person and every detail at his new company, and each challenge became a mission, especially for the boss. He came in early, started the coffee, fed the goldfish (he would always have fish tanks, perhaps as a touch of serenity in the midst of chaos, and these were the only fish he could afford in those days). He hired the newcomers, looked them in the eye. He wrote the checks and handed them out to employees. He bought the snacks. Ever the neatnik, he swept the floors and dusted the windowsills. (Even later, as a very rich man, Bloomberg would confess to being outraged when he saw anybody drop a paper towel in the bathroom or a scrap of paper and leave it on the floor. “I want to scream,” he said. “Perhaps I’m compulsive, but I stop and pick it up, even at someone else’s place.”36)

Bloomberg’s fury at some misstep or disappointment often meant a telephone slammed or thrown across the desk. Some employees remembered gauging the length of the telephone wires before approaching the boss with questionable news. “I do tend to break phones all the time,” Bloomberg admitted. That was when telephones were still safely tethered to telephone wires.37 He often resorted to his rough Salomon vocabulary and his favorite dirty jokes to relieve the tension, much of which he had created on his own.

Bloomberg later argued that the secret was not simply these fourteen-hour days, it was picking the right project, producing it on time, building an interactive machine full of data added bit by bit by bit. Producing the Bloomberg box was like learning to read, he would say, you start with one-syllable words. “If you try to read Chaucer in elementary school, you’ll never accomplish anything.”38 Later, as he grew older, he would add luck to that equation, but often with a standard caveat. “Work hard enough and you make your own luck,” he said.39

Bloomberg’s timing to focus on bonds for the early Market Master looked brilliant, especially in retrospect. As the economy was beginning to sour, Paul Volcker, the Federal Reserve Board chairman, announced that bond interest rates would float, and as Michael Lewis wrote,“Overnight the bond market was transformed from a backwater into a casino.”40 Bloomberg, with his machine focused on the bond market, was there to rake in the house proceeds.41

When Merrill made their early deal with Bloomberg, he promised not to sell the machine outside the company. Soon, however, he got the okay to see if other customers were interested. Bloomberg and Secunda would lead the team going around the country to market their machine with the Merrill Lynch bull logo on it.

To go to conventions where their machine was always “between the Great Bear water jug and the ladies room,” as Secunda remembered, the duo flew “in the back of the plane,” tourist class. They slept in seedy third-rate hotels like the one in Chicago with a McDonald’s in the lobby, a room with a broken sink, and a communal bathroom down the hall.42

Bloomberg did the talking; Secunda did the demos. “In the early days, people were either amazed or they just couldn’t understand,” Secunda recalled. One executive groused, “Why do I need all that? I get a report at the end of the day.” Secunda just shook his head at a smart man’s ignorance.43

Soon, however, word got out about the Bloomberg machine that bond traders quickly grew to love. A Market Master made them smarter, made them money. The financial press also began to discover the bond traders’ secret, and Institutional Investor lavished early praise on Bloomberg’s machine. “Market Master has become one of the most popular additions to the fixed-income manager’s crowded desk,” the respected magazine gushed. “Market Master can examine one security or an entire market.”44

One early problem was the name. Market Master sounded like a kitchen appliance. And almost nobody could remember the name of the company. What was it? Innovative, uh, something?

So Michael Bloomberg named the company and the machine after himself. His argument was that somebody else was using the name Market Master and, “anyways,” as he always said, people kept calling it “Bloomberg’s machine” or the Bloomberg. Like the Dows and the Reuters, the Fords, the Chryslers, and of course his beloved Salomon Brothers, in 1986 Bloomberg stopped any pretense of humility about the increasingly coveted machine. The company became the Bloomberg Limited Partnership and the box became the Bloomberg Terminal.45

His old friends were not surprised. One recalled that each time the younger Mike made a phone call—to hire the cook for the fraternity, to rent the summer cottage in the Hamptons—he stressed his name, repeatedly, to make sure the person on the other end could remember it. “That’s Mike Bloomberg, B-L-O-O-M-B-E-R-G,” he would say, spelling it once or more, just in case.

Thus, the brand was born. Soon, there would also be Bloomberg News, Bloomberg Television, radio (WBBR), Bloomberg Businessweek, Bloomberg Markets, Bloomberg Pursuits, Bloomberg Politics, Bloomberg Government, Bloomberg Law, Bloomberg Tradebook, Bloomberg Philanthropies, to name a few. His autobiography is titled, what else, Bloomberg by Bloomberg. When he ran for mayor in 2001, his financial declaration to city officials would list thirty-nine subsidiaries with such names as Bloomberg Services LLC or Bloomberg Bondtrade LLC or Bloomberg Philippines LLC. His philanthropy would spread his name to universities, hospitals, art galleries, and Boston’s science museum where the Bloomberg tag would be added to a room or a branch or some vital operation.

The name became the profit center, the business. But it was also attached to the very proud Mike Bloomberg. Protect the company; protect the name; protect the man. In 2014, his lawyers registered about four hundred web addresses when a new city domain became available. The idea, of course, was to make certain they didn’t fall in the wrong hands. They included normal links to Bloomberg and his empire, but they also included MikeIsTooShort.nyc and MikeBloombergisaDweeb.nyc, several versions of Fuckbloomberg.nyc or Bloombergthespoiler.nyc.46



The key to the continued success of the Bloomberg—and a way to ward off competitors—was to keep adding data and explanations of data and getting it organized faster for the customer. During the rocky first years, Bloomberg had one of his many fortuitous coffee dates—this time with a man named John Aubert, who owned something called Sinkers (not fishing gear, this was data about bonds being paid off). Aubert was an enthusiastic data nerd, but he was unhappy with his business. After the two talked, Aubert agreed to take over and organize a good part of Bloomberg’s data collection. He had one requirement. “I didn’t want to live in New York,” Aubert recalled years later.47 Aubert lived outside Princeton, New Jersey, in a little community called Skillman. It is peaceful and quiet, a Grandma Moses landscape come lazily to life. So Bloomberg agreed, as long as it was near an airfield so that he and others could get out easily to the “brain,” as it was called, and back to the city.

Aubert’s operation was housed in a small building that could have been a rural dentist’s office. The staff grew steadily so that by 2017 nearly 1,200 people worked in two new, high-tech buildings that looked like almost any corporate back office or the bookkeeping center for the university.

Workers in this comfortable field office lived by the mantra “Data is the key to the kingdom,” and Bloomberg created a cushy world for them with elaborate free luncheons and their own garden, games on the lawn on nice spring days. But when the corporate reports came in over the years, they raced to get them onto the computers so that they could be massaged into charts and added to the historical record for the company and the industry.



Data had been key to Bloomberg’s kingdom from the beginning. One especially important cache came early from the New York Federal Reserve in downtown Manhattan. The Fed was the source for the rates of U.S. Treasuries that could affect every company, every CD holder. It was on the list of must-reads every day for stock and bond traders around the world.

But even in the 1980s, the New York Fed still used a system straight out of the 1950s. Late every workday afternoon a Fed worker would give handwritten lists of prices to a runner who would then scurry to midtown, if you could scurry during the city’s notorious rush hour. At Rockefeller Center’s offices of the Associated Press, a harried typist would hurriedly punch in the details to the AP’s many clients. In 1987, Bloomberg convinced the Fed, the Associated Press, and others including the Wall Street Journal to scrap this “pony express,”48 as he called it, that resulted in plenty of mistakes, mostly typographical errors. Instead, Bloomberg offered to take over the task and transmit the numbers immediately (or in about five seconds),49 and electronically at 5:00 p.m. every day. Bloomberg then got the credit for providing what some felt was the most important piece of financial information published in the U.S. every day. Bloomberg celebrated, of course: “That, needless to say, made me very happy.”50

Eventually the data banks at Bloomberg would bulge with information, and the Bloomberg became a kind of Google for business. From the beginning, the big selling point was that you could ask the terminal questions, and “we’d pull data from different sources and combine it to give you an answer,” Secunda said.51 If there were three guys offering a three-year-note, Bloomberg showed them together, an instant comparison, and if you wanted a graph to go with it, sure, Bloomberg would create one for you. And, more important, as Wall Street became more complex and data seemed to come from everywhere, the Bloomberg analysts could usually provide guidance.

Mike Bloomberg was always moving, pushing the company to expand its reach, more customers, more offerings on the terminal. When the fixed income business was a rousing success, Bloomberg decided it was time to expand. He wanted to add equities to the terminal, not just bonds. It was time for the big stock markets, too.

“At one point, Mike says, ‘We’re gonna take some of your resources away . . . and we’re gonna repurpose people to start doing equities, and I want a significant amount of the sales force to go out because it’s a hard sell.’ ”

Secunda remembered the panic it caused in the company. “I’m like, ‘Oh, my God, you’re going to wreck us because we have such an opportunity here [where we are],’ ” he said. “But, of course, he was right . . .

“He pushed me and other people out of our comfort zones into places where, you know, he saw opportunity, and he was willing to take the risk.”52

As the market grew more complex so did the terminal. By 2016, for example, there were about fourteen thousand different functions on the machine, so many that few company insiders, much less customers, had tried to use all of them.53

Other additions turned out to be not only helpful to clients, but also vital to the business. The best example was the Bloomberg machine’s internal email. It was not simply a closed chat room for traders. It was a club. “Bloomberg Me” was its password, and membership required $12,000 a year (and later $22,000 a year) as the basic rental for the Bloomberg machine.

Pioneered in the early 1990s, the messenger service was fairly basic. “We thought being able to talk to customers was a lot more powerful than a broadcast for everybody,” Secunda explained. And since almost everybody with a Bloomberg had email, you stood a better chance of contacting the CEO, not the summer intern. It was “the world’s most expensive email,” one user said.54 Expensive and exclusive—for many, that was exactly the point.

On September 22, 1988, Bloomberg’s magic machine had been anointed from on high—by the Wall Street Journal. On the front page of the Journal, two financial reporters, Matthew Winkler and Michael Miller, described the mastermind of this new financial machine as a “breezy, profane” former trader who not only had “a puckish sense of humor and a prodigious temper,” but who also had an “audacious plan” to transform the $4 trillion global bond market.

The bond market was “a chaotic bazaar where prices and products vary depending on where you are shopping,” they wrote. What if Bloomberg could provide a single quotation system, a central market for bonds, for example? The article was heavy on possibilities, once again portraying the plucky little Bloomberg operation versus the giants like Reuters and even Telerate (the Journal company, Dow Jones, owned 56 percent of Telerate at that point).

Miller and Winkler compared Bloomberg’s growing system to the sudden breakthrough by American and United Airlines, which had hooked agents on their electronic reservations and ticketing systems. And they advised Merrill that it was time to break their old agreement that barred Bloomberg from selling his machines everywhere, even to Merrill’s competitors. Because Merrill owned 30 percent at that point, Bloomberg’s success would only add to their bottom line. Brokers at the excluded Wall Street firms were “hungry” for the Bloomberg machine and were even ready to swap their bond prices for the analysis.55

Bloomberg proudly added the page to his office wall. But he was also ready to do more than enjoy a moment’s praise, even from the Journal.
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BLOOMBERG MAKES THE NEWS

“I was so addicted to [the] Bloomberg . . . In a few seconds, I could learn an incredible amount.”

—Floyd Norris, former New York Times columnist

If timing is everything in the financial world, Michael Bloomberg believed in 1990 that it was the right moment to get into the journalism business. He watched the Berlin Wall come down in 1989 and, as he saw it, “Capitalism had triumphed.”1 At the same time, journalism was in trouble. The big international story—the cold war—had fizzled, and readers were looking elsewhere for news. Two newspaper towns were barely sustaining one newspaper. Lots of journalists needed jobs, and few news organizations knew how to cover the new obsession—with money.

“Readers might not have realized it to start with,” Bloomberg said, “but here was a hole. I knew Bloomberg could fill it.”2

He also knew just the man to do it, that combustible, thirty-three-year-old Wall Street Journal reporter named Matthew Winkler, who had been one of the authors of the 1988 article on his wall. Winkler’s own story reads like a guidebook for the classic Mike Bloomberg hire. When he decided he needed his own wire service for his terminals, Bloomberg turned to the highest-energy journalist he knew, a man who also understood what his company was doing.

Matthew Winkler had discovered Mike Bloomberg’s moneymaking machine3 when he was in London writing for the Journal. A recent graduate of Kenyon College with a degree in history, Winkler was suddenly swept up in a financial journalist’s dream job: he was covering the European markets in the 1980s for the Wall Street Journal just as Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher ordered a major deregulation of the financial industry in London. The upheaval in the markets was so dramatic that it became known as a Big Bang.4

One of Winkler’s main sources during that tumultuous time was a bond expert at Merrill Lynch who shared insights that “were always right and always impeccable,” as Winkler put it. One day Winkler asked his source, “I know you’re brilliant and all, but how do you come up with all this stuff every day when we talk?” The secret, the trader admitted, was that he had “a Bloomberg on his desk,” and Winkler rushed over to see this strange new device. He knew about other computers, Quotrons, Telerates, but this “diminutive screen” was obviously very different. The Bloomberg “in its infancy could tell whether one security was cheaper or more expensive than the others. There was no system that could do that at that time,” Winkler remembered. What surprised him was that other companies and news organizations had access to some of the same data, the prices, plus information of all sorts going back years, for example. They knew stuff that they weren’t really using; it was stacked in a basement somewhere. In contrast, Bloomberg was scraping whatever facts and numbers he could find to give historical context, the relative value of financial products. And to give it quickly.



Back in New York in December 1987, Winkler, by then quite the expert on bonds, and Michael Miller, who covered technology, started comparing notes over lunch at the Journal cafeteria. The two journalists quickly recognized what would become the most important story in Winkler’s career. They called Mike Bloomberg to ask if he would sit for an interview. It was like asking a struggling actor if he’d like the title role in a new film called Batman.

Bloomberg quickly invited the duo to his now-expanded offices in an I. M. Pei building at Park Avenue and Fifty-ninth Street. The man who had so admired the open hub at Salomon Brothers had an old-fashioned office with an old-fashioned wooden door that you could close to seal off his staff, now numbering about 220 at various offices around the country. As soon as Winkler and Miller sat down, Bloomberg began telling them about how he had the best company “in the world” and even the best employees, who would jump out the window for him to serve his happy customers. “Right,” Winkler replied. “And the dish ran away with the spoon.”

Suddenly Bloomberg stood up and stomped away, furious at these skeptics, these journalists doubting his word. Winkler and Miller weren’t certain whether they were supposed to find their way out. But, a few minutes later, Bloomberg came back, this time lugging a large stack of computer printouts, which he dumped in Winkler’s lap. “There,” Bloomberg said, pointing to the list of his customers. “If you don’t believe what I’m saying, call ’em yourself.”

The list with names and phone numbers was pay dirt for newspaper reporters, and Winkler and Miller spent the next five months calling dozens of Bloomberg clients to ask how they fared on his machines. The result was the story on September 22, 1988, that was like a coming-out in the financial world for the Bloomberg Terminal.

About a year later, Winkler5 got a call from Bloomberg, who said he wanted some advice. Winkler guffawed. Advice from a mere reporter? Bloomberg was serious. He wanted to get in the news business. How could it be done? Winkler quickly began to muse about how Bloomberg could marry his data and analysis with up-to-the-minute news. Winkler told him, “You’d actually have something that right now doesn’t exist. Nobody has it.” Something that doesn’t exist, something that nobody else had—Winkler was dangling a tantalizing prospect before a man who was busy creating a machine that nobody else had, that didn’t exist elsewhere.

At a Japanese restaurant later that day, Winkler mapped out a more detailed plan for Bloomberg to follow, starting small with five reporters in Tokyo, five in London, and five in New York. (Bloomberg wanted two in each city, Winkler said.) “Good,” Bloomberg concluded. “I’m gonna do it. You’re gonna do it for me. When can you start?” Winkler said it all happened so fast he didn’t even ask about his salary. (Like top Bloomberg hires, he didn’t suffer, of course.)

Winkler’s colleagues at the Journal were flummoxed that he would suddenly dive into such a murky, risky venture. But as many others learned over the years, Mike Bloomberg was like a magus who hypnotized his prey into working long hours on his crusade to change Wall Street and, of course, to help themselves and Bloomberg get very, very rich.

On his first day, February 5, 1990, Winkler arrived at 8:00 a.m., a version of daybreak for journalists, but as he settled in, his new boss walked by. “Hello, Winkler. Nice of you to show up,” Bloomberg said as he handed his newest employee a piece of paper. “An outline,” Winkler remembered. “It was neat, typical Mike, but it filled the page on both sides. Number one, then a,b,c,d. Two, a,b,c,d. It was like a scientific experiment,” he said, one laid out carefully by a man who organized his thoughts and linked the stages of a new project like an engineer. The mission was as simple as it would be difficult: create something that gave a Bloomberg user financial news so that they didn’t need to go elsewhere, certainly not to Reuters or Dow Jones or the radio or even the New York Times. Bloomberg handed Winkler the daunting and exhilarating task of creating an entire financial news empire. From scratch.6

The official birth date for the Bloomberg news operation (then called Bloomberg Business News, or BBN) was June 14, 1990. It was not a painless delivery. As almost anyone who worked for Matt Winkler would explain, it was like a club, and you had to be initiated, you had to be “Winklerized,” as they called it. At the smallest provocation, Winkler would yell and grow red in the face, a color that would often contrast with a sedate plaid bow tie that did little to soften his appearance. Bloomberg would yell back, on occasion, but mostly Winkler’s bottomless font of anger would land on his besieged workers. If they could stand it, survive it, really, they learned to value the advice from the man who would push and cajole and bellow and give birth to Bloomberg News.

At first, Winkler had his writers rewriting the dailies. His team would beat even Bloomberg to the office by arriving at their desks before 3:00 a.m., when they read and digested the financial news as soon as they could find it—in the Journal, the Times, the FT in London, the Nikkei Asian Review, anything else that they could harvest. Then they summarized each important story—fifty to sixty summaries a day, most of them available on the Bloomberg Terminals by 7:30 a.m. These press summaries gave credit, of course, the copyright lawyers saw to that, but as Winkler put it proudly, “When you saw the headline, you thought, oh, Bloomberg News is covering all these things.” Winkler soon added the public relations announcements—company A buys company B—a headline with the press release attached. That moved hundreds of other items onto the Bloomberg wire.



Winkler and Bloomberg called this early period their Wizard of Oz era, when Bloomberg machine users were simply too busy to look behind the box. (Except, of course, for the people at Dow Jones.) About two months into the Oz era, Dow Jones announced that their company would no longer do business with Bloomberg because it was a competitor. But Winkler said the Dow Jones crowd soon learned they had a contract to provide their news to Bloomberg and their reports would stay on the terminals for another ten months. After ten months, he noted that DJ kept quietly renewing their contract as the terminals grew more popular on Wall Street. At the same time, the news offering to the Bloomberg Terminals was growing. “It was beginning to actually look like the fire hose, which Mike delighted in. He loved the idea that people could drink from a fire hose, of all things, from him,” Winkler said.7

In Washington, D.C., however, there was one barrier that could bring that fire hose down to a disturbing trickle: the powerful committee of journalists who gave out press passes to government agencies. The House/Senate Standing Committee of Correspondents was created in 1879 to separate the press from the lobbyists. Over the years, as newspapers changed into all sorts of news delivery systems, this group maintained a choke hold on who could get into the press pens.

The committee, made up of people who knew Winkler from the Journal, refused to give his Bloomberg News reporters credentials to cover the Commerce Department, the Labor Department, all the Washington agencies and departments that affect the financial world. The press passes were the golden tickets of journalism, and without them, Bloomberg News could not cover the breaking economic news that terminal users found so necessary.

“What are you?” the chairman of the committee of correspondents asked, according to Winkler. “Where are you published?” When Winkler fumed that they were published on the Bloomberg Terminal, that they were an “electronic newspaper,” he was told that there were no “criteria” for that kind of electronic news.8

So Bloomberg and Winkler knew they had to get published. Somewhere. Their solution soon came from Floyd Norris, a respected financial columnist at the New York Times. The Times writers like Norris wanted a Bloomberg machine, so Bloomberg agreed to give the paper a free terminal if the Times would give Bloomberg credit when they published any of Bloomberg’s news items. Norris got the editor to agree and once Bloomberg pieces were published in the Times, it was like being sanctioned by the news Vatican. The press passes arrived quickly, and as other news organizations asked for the terminals, Bloomberg said, “That’s great, put ’em in.”

Soon, Bloomberg had his machines tucked into the wire rooms of more than four hundred news organizations9 across the country, and Winkler’s staff was growing. (After five years of free terminal use, Bloomberg began to charge. Most news organizations like the Times paid to keep a machine.) Norris said that when Fortune magazine later offered him a job, one of his first questions was whether they had a Bloomberg. “I was so addicted to Bloomberg,” he said, because as a columnist on deadline, he often needed background information instantly on a company or a financial trend. With the Bloomberg, he said, “in a few seconds, I could learn an incredible amount” about the day’s subject.10

From a few dozen workers in the beginning, the Bloomberg News operation doubled in size, then doubled again. When the Times and the Washington Post started firing people during a downtime, the whisper as they went out the door was always “Bloomberg’s hiring.” It wasn’t normal journalism for most reporters, but it was a fat and comfortable paycheck.

As the news operation expanded, Bloomberg increasingly left Winkler alone. He had promised to protect his news operation from corporate types who didn’t like his coverage, and when his fellow CEOs called to whine, Bloomberg usually simply transferred the complaint back to Winkler. Bloomberg also did very little to interfere with Winkler’s rules and his chain-gang management style.

Winkler enforced what he soon began to call “The Bloomberg Way” for his growing army of journalists. He quickly put out a spiral notebook with his rules of journalism—a 376-page tome handed out to every journalist on day one.11 Leaked versions of what was really Winkler’s Way made him most famous for outlawing the word “but,” which he argued might confuse traders who didn’t have time for nuance and conflicting ideas. When the book went public in 2011, it became clearer that Winkler’s advice to his journalists was far broader than a few basic rules. He gave detailed instructions on how to make the news “lucid enough, even to Aunt Agatha.”12 His demand for the Five F’s meant every story was supposed to be First, Factual, Fastest (isn’t that like “First”?), Final, and keyed to the Future. Adverbs and adjectives were considered too “imprecise.” Labels like “moderate” or “activist” were verboten. Although much of The Bloomberg Way is a description of good journalism, it reads today like a daunting rule book for a reporter who knew that the man in the bow tie was breathing fire over his shoulder.

There was also forbidden territory. Bloomberg News would not write about Bloomberg, the company or the man. That rule would become more troublesome as Michael Bloomberg became a top news maker, a big name in politics, finance, and philanthropy.
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LIFE IN THE BLOOMBERG FISHBOWL

“You either caught on or you left us.”

—Thomas Secunda1

As Bloomberg steadily expanded his private company—225 employees by 1988 to more than 7,000 by 2001,2 and as he prepared to step aside to run for mayor—he still relied on Salomon’s floor model. He insisted on the open plan, a bull pen with a cluster of desks where nobody was out of sight or beyond a shout from the boss. His open floor would never be as noisy as Salomon’s, but even as Bloomberg LP expanded to offices around the globe, the culture was there, the back-alley rowdiness so beloved on Wall Street, the sense of mission that made it all seem okay. There would be protests from women about being encouraged to wear short skirts and then being asked to get things from that file drawer near the floor.3 For years, it was a tolerated misbehavior that Bloomberg and his lawyers would strenuously deny, especially when complaints reached the courts.

The Bloomberg Way could feel very strange to somebody who had worked for, say, the more conventional Chase or Goldman Sachs. “It’s almost like a patrician family structure,” said one ex-employee.4 Once, during a Bloomberg television interview with Bloomberg and hedge fund mastermind Ray Dalio, then moderator Stephanie Ruhle noted that some people had described both of their massive corporations as cults. Dalio, who had dismissed such charges before, denied any exotic culture in his company. Bloomberg folded his arms, crossed his legs defensively, and rejected the very idea at Bloomberg LP.5 “It’s very regimented, and it feels kinda like a boot camp. You basically have a drill sergeant—a command goes out, and everyone acts on that command,” said another ex-employee. That top commander, of course, was Bloomberg, whose word traveled almost as fast as his data. He liked to be in control of everything, even as the business grew far beyond his natural reach.

“Moving from ‘hands-on’ to ‘hands-off’ has been a gradual, and not that pleasant, process for me,” Bloomberg admitted as the company grew in the 1990s. “I’m an operating guy as opposed to a strategic person. I like doing things myself, getting my hands dirty,” he added. “If we’re to grow and not be dependent on yours truly, turn it over I must. But that doesn’t mean I’m happy about it.”6

Employees’ office emails showed the time they arrived at work or when they returned after a rare lunch outside the building. Meetings were sometimes held without chairs, with everyone standing—they didn’t last as long that way. And if the intense twelve-hour days were too much—even with the comfortable perks and paychecks—there were the elaborate staff parties. In New York City in recent years, Bloomberg has rented a large patch of parkland on Randall’s Island to create an elaborate carnival—with a carousel, rides, games, concerts, and food for thousands. In 2011, Geoffrey Croft of NYC Park Advocates estimated the Bloomberg party cost about $9 million, including at least a $750,000 yearly donation beginning in 2009 to the Randall’s Island Sports Foundation.7 Croft and others objected to the exclusive use of a public park by a private corporation, especially one then affiliated with the mayor, but for young Bloomberg employees and their families it was much needed downtime.

By far the most famous of these relief parties was the Seven Deadly Sins gala in London in 2000. A large warehouse was converted into a pleasure palace for about 1,500 employees. Each section depicted a “sin”: lust, gluttony, greed, sloth, wrath, envy, or pride. For a mere million pounds, give or take a few thousand, there were rooms for sushi, sweets, and truffles for the Gluttony section; manicure and massage rooms, live bands, drag queens, and a massive silk-covered bed for the Lust pavilion. Greed was there, of course, with entertainers waving bills and shouting, “Money, ain’t it gorgeous?”8 A party lover and party giver, he made news in Los Angeles when his celebration for Democrats at their 2000 convention was a little more subdued, featuring a bed of oysters topped with a woman in a tasteful mermaid suit.9



Bloomberg set the tone, especially in the early years. It was a boisterous place. Work hard. Laugh hard. Be tough or be gone. Bloomberg wanted to welcome every new employee. Some early Bloomberg workers remember their first day, suddenly looking up from the desk to see their new boss. In one moment that became famous for a while, a bright but taciturn hire suddenly found Bloomberg at his side. The terror in the young man’s eyes was obvious to those around him, and Bloomberg, who could converse with a stone, found this youth particularly difficult. Finally, he asked where the young man went to school.

“Brown,” the youth choked.

“Ah, Brown,” Bloomberg chuckled. “That’s where I got my first blow job.”

The employee froze, desperately searching for a response.

Finally, he said, “In Providence?”

Other employees erupted in laughter, and for a while, when anyone made an off-color remark the response was a question: “In Providence?”10

Bloomberg, who became well known for his closed computer system, also became famous for the Bloomberg biosphere. The open-plan office was meant to be self-sustaining. The snacks and coffee or tea became more elaborate over the years, and a light lunch was free at a central location where people did not exactly meet—there never seemed to be time for that. Free lunch, however, could be a little intimidating for anybody who wanted to have lunch at, say, the sushi bar down the street. Bloomberg once said, “If people believe it’s really free, you don’t understand the business model.”11

The money was good, even in tough years, and the race to sell terminals or help a struggling trader or break a bit of news was often exhilarating. This was a high-speed workplace, where success was increasingly timed in seconds, and if it ultimately exhausted some workers, others relished the pace, the competition, and the raucous camaraderie. Bloomberg, who often said he loved Sunday nights because he could go to work the next day, continued to arrive shortly after daybreak, as a rule. He would have difficulty understanding people who failed to enjoy hard work as much as he did. He complained about consultants, outsiders, who stopped work at 5:00 p.m. while employees work “till 7:00, 8:00 or 9:00 at night, until the project is done.”12 And unions? Not at his private company. As Secunda would put it, as nicely as possible, “You either caught on or you left us.”

Those who left quietly spread the word that if Bloomberg was an exhilarating ride, you had to be ready to cede life for work. Some workers called themselves Stakhanovites, after the Ukrainian miner who became a Soviet hero for supposedly digging out an impossible 227 tons of coal in a single shift. One former news employee, Hal Davis, saw younger employees already wearing wrist bandages because of repetitive stress syndrome. “They’re grinding people into the ground,” he said.

It was very steady employment, especially in an age when so many jobs seemed temporary. Few people were fired, but a resignation in Bloomberg’s world was the company’s form of treason. Going-away parties were taboo, and once you left, you were a nonperson. The company was not supposed to hire you back. Ever. Well, maybe, if you left to take care of a sick relative or to get a graduate degree, but even then, it was hard to do. He once explained, “God forbid one of our people [should] go to work for a competitor, then we all heartily and cordially really do hope they fail. In their new job, they have an avowed purpose to hurt their old coworkers. They have become bad people. Period. We have a loyalty to us. Leave and you’re them.”13

Bloomberg explained that although he didn’t allow anyone to hire family members at the company, “I’m a big believer that organizations are family, and you can’t be perfect and sometimes you make mistakes, but we have to make sure that people understand if they devote themselves to the good of—either it is the city government where I worked or this company, or the foundation or whatever—it is a two-way street. We have to take care of them.”14

Certainly, one reason some people stayed was the generous annual bonus. Based loosely on the Salomon Brothers system,15 Bloomberg gave each employee a share of the company’s profits for what he called Equity Equivalent Certificates, or EECs. These gifts, called simply “certs,” could usually be cashed out a year after they were granted—but you had to be working at Bloomberg to get the check. One detail: when your cert was announced, it was based on the company’s performance that year. The actual value might be slightly different.

Bloomberg kept most of his employees, who loved the feverish competition as well as the dependable paycheck, the good health care, the camaraderie, and the chance to move up the corporate chain. Some were not so content, however, and Bloomberg and his company have faced a number of lawsuits, most notably in the 1990s, including those from women who felt they were being belittled in the company’s raunchy climate or were demoted when they became pregnant. These women portrayed a work environment that was a throwback to the 1950s, and by the twenty-first century, that hard humor of the Wall Street boys’ club wasn’t so funny anymore.

Mike Bloomberg would consistently deny that women were being treated differently, and he would feverishly deny the specific charges that these employees made in court.

Perhaps the most famous suit was filed by a sales employee named Sekiko Sakai Garrison. She charged that when she met Bloomberg in the corporate snack bar in 1995 and told him she was pregnant, he sneered, “Kill it.” She added that Bloomberg began grumbling about how many women at Bloomberg LP were pregnant and thus not able to work as hard as everyone else.

Garrison said Bloomberg left a private voicemail message on her machine at work. “I didn’t say it,” he said in her version of the conversation. “I didn’t mean it. I didn’t say it.”16 He tried to get her to come back to work, she said, and when she turned to lawyers instead, Bloomberg’s muscular legal machine went to work.

Garrison’s suit stated that Bloomberg and his executives subjected females to repeated sexual comments and unwelcome sexual overtures. Women were encouraged to wear short skirts, high heels, and tight blouses, Garrison charged. She sued, seeking more than $15 million17 in damages for five counts of harassment and discrimination.18

Bloomberg repeatedly denied Garrison’s claims, and one of his lawyer’s responses to her accusations included a copy of her self-evaluation in 1994. In that document, she rated herself an eight out of a possible nine on “Quality Image.” She added, obviously adopting the jargon of her workplace, “With a boob-job, this could be a ‘9.’ ” She also wrote that Bloomberg is “the best fucking co [company] in the world.” Her salary went from $35,000 in 1989 to $206,070 in 1995.19

Depositions in the case accused employees of activities that were both alarming and simply crude. In one affidavit to the New York State Division of Human Rights, Rowland Hunt said he was fired after he complained about a Christmas party when a female employee who had recently given birth was presented with a “pair of rubberized women’s breasts that squirted fluid through the nipples. At the party, people were squirting the breasts at one another. I wanted nothing to do with it.”20 There were other times when the jokes weren’t so harmless. Garrison, who is Japanese American, accused Bloomberg of calling her a “Jap,” and said that she was such an aggressive saleswoman that she had destroyed “centuries of Japanese culture.”21

Bloomberg’s early response to employee complaints about the tone of the workplace was just short of dismissive. Asked in a deposition in 1999 if he had said he would like to “do” this or that woman employee, he said, “It does not have a real life meaning. It is a term that is used in jest, not as a serious term.” He added about such commentary, “If it happens very seldom, I see nothing wrong with it. I can’t control everybody’s conduct and have no right to keep people from having normal conversation.”22

The Garrison complaint was quietly settled before the 2001 elections with a confidentiality agreement and no admission of liability by Bloomberg and his company. “After a long period of time, I settled because the lawyers believed the suit could drag on for years and disrupt the company’s focus,”23 Bloomberg explained later.

Another complaint had surfaced in those years from Bloomberg employee Mary Ann Olszewski, who accused males at the company from Bloomberg on down of harassing and degrading women. Her case was closed in 2001 after a dispute with her lawyer. Another plaintiff withdrew her suit, and a fourth lawsuit in this period was dismissed.

These cases brought out details about Bloomberg, the person, and Bloomberg, the company, that might have been an inside joke for some, a private humiliation for others. In one important deposition in 1998, Bloomberg said that even though he might tolerate the frat house atmosphere and the after-hours mischief, he kept himself separate from the workers.

“I don’t socialize with anybody in the company,” he said. “That is my policy, correct.”

Q: Have you at any time leered at any employee?

Bloomberg: “No.”

Q: Or looked up their dresses.

Bloomberg: “No.”

And later,

Q: Have you ever had an intimate relationship at any time with any employee of Bloomberg?

A: “Certainly never.”24

Bloomberg not only denied everything, he also took a lie detector test and passed, his aides insisted, although they refused to release the results. Instead, Paul K. Minor, the FBI’s former chief polygraph examiner who administered the test for him, put out a statement that “all Mr. Bloomberg’s responses were truthful.” Bloomberg later said his company had investigated all of the cases thoroughly and that these women were basically saying, “If you don’t give me what I want, I’m going to make a fuss.”25 He had once put it a little differently. “As far as I am concerned, that is out-and-out extortion, and I think companies caving in to that sort of thing are making a terrible mistake. And we will go and fight all three of these, and I, in my heart of hearts, believe that we have done nothing wrong.”26

As the company grew, there would be other lawsuits from women and from those of both sexes complaining about the long work hours (and lack of overtime pay).27 The most important of these was a complaint that reached the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission in 2007. The commission argued that Bloomberg LP had routinely discriminated against pregnant women who took maternity leave, and their action eventually included seventy-eight individuals. Bloomberg was mayor at the time and contended that he knew nothing about these problems. But he was still the owner of the company and forced to testify. A clearly irritated Bloomberg argued that his company valued hardworking employees and did not create a hostile environment for women. “Around the world we treat everybody the same,” he testified.28

The case went to Chief Judge Loretta Preska of the U.S. District Court in Manhattan, who was an appointee of President George H. W. Bush and was on the short list for supreme court nominees for President George W. Bush. Judge Preska would dismiss charges of discrimination against Bloomberg in a sweeping and pointed sixty-four-page order. The EEOC had argued that the Bloomberg company “has tended to follow Wall Street’s model of having few women in top management positions.” But the judge said the EEOC had relied on anecdotes, not data, and that “J’accuse” was not enough.

Perhaps more important, she stressed that the law did not mandate a work/life balance. “In a company like Bloomberg, which explicitly makes all-out dedication its expectation, making a decision that preferences family over work comes with consequences.”29 The judge quoted the EEOC’s version of Bloomberg’s “code of standards” for employees that included the admonition that Bloomberg “is your livelihood and your first obligation.” She cited Bloomberg’s lawyers, who had produced numbers that showed many of the 78 women complainants (of 603 female employees who were pregnant during the time period of February 1, 2002, and March 31, 2009)30 were compensated better on average than others who took leave for other reasons like a family emergency. The work may have been relentless, but they made good money—one woman’s salary went from $219,534 in 2001 to $304,187 in 2008.31 The judge quoted Jack Welch, the former head of General Electric, who said, “There is no such thing as work-life balance. There are work-life choices, and you make them, and they have consequences.”32 She concluded that Bloomberg’s company did not have “a pattern or practice of discrimination.”

Her ruling outraged many women, especially members of the New York chapter of the National Organization for Women. “I don’t know if it’s too harsh to call the judge ignorant,” said Sonia Ossorio, then the group’s executive director. “But she certainly has a fundamental misunderstanding of how discrimination plays out for working mothers.”33

The Preska ruling could not give much comfort in later years to Michael Bloomberg, the very public billionaire. Social views were shifting, and women had launched a new era in the fight against years of abuse and discrimination. Questions about Bloomberg’s view of women and the occasional eruptions of his old Wall Street vocabulary would not go away.
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THE BLOOMBERG WOMEN

“Don’t let it go to your head.”

—Frequent advice from Bloomberg’s mother

“I’ve worked for him for 25 years, and women have always been in senior leadership roles.”

—Patti Harris

It might have seemed easy to turn the Mike Bloomberg of Bloomberg LP into a crude, two-dimensional, Wall Street macho man, given the easy patter about women’s cleavage or his proclamations that females need to wear high heels or dye their hair when the little gray roots started to show.1 There was plenty of that which he would deny. And deny. And deny.

But in the end the undeniably rough talk or old jokes that would cause him trouble as he became a public figure were overshadowed and largely forgotten as the media charted the astonishing upward trajectory of this billionaire politician. And in reality, Bloomberg, who had spent his life surrounded by powerful women, would owe much of his public success to one woman, Patti Harris, who would eventually become an adviser, friend, chaperone, guide, nothing short of privy counselor.

Bloomberg hired Patricia Edith Harris in 1994, when she seemed to be a quiet thirty-eight-year-old who knew a lot about public relations. Bloomberg had just gotten divorced, and he seemed to be having trouble arranging his schedule and organizing his philanthropy. He had his schedule in a little black book in his pocket, and he was taking all press calls himself. He hired Harris as a kind of quasi–press secretary (there are few titles at Bloomberg LP), but slowly this stealth-like woman took control of more than his daily routine. She would soon advise her boss on every difficult question about politics, arts, culture, philanthropy and, in general, life beyond Wall Street. Perhaps more important, she became the one person who could get Mike Bloomberg to listen when he was being unusually stubborn or apologize when one of his outbursts had given offense. As he moved steadily into the limelight, Harris moved even more steadily into her role as guide and guardian.

Once, during a deposition after a former political consultant stole Bloomberg’s campaign funds for his own personal use, Bloomberg was asked about his relationship to Harris.

Q: Now, Ms. Harris, how long have you known her?

A: Seventeen years.

Q: And she’s a close friend, is that fair to say?

A: She is a close friend and a business associate and my confidante, yes.

Q: A close confidante?

A: Very close. She runs my foundation and she is the first Deputy Mayor of the City of New York authorized to act on my behalf when I am out of town.2

Harris has told colleagues about an incident that happened shortly after she was hired. Bloomberg sent her to a board meeting to represent him as a big donor, and the males on the board began referring to her as “Mike’s girl.” When she came back to report on the meeting, she added that she was now known at that board as “Mike’s girl.” “Outrageous,” Bloomberg fumed. “That’s not cool.” So for the next board meeting, he came along with Harris, and every time one of the elders asked Bloomberg a question, he bounced it to Harris. Finally, they got the message that she was Bloomberg’s representative, not his girl.3 And very quickly, word got around that Patti Harris was the go-to person in much of Bloomberg’s world.

By most accounts, Harris had pitch-perfect instincts, especially about everything outside Bloomberg’s business empire. She nudged him into the art scene, helping him collect and support the arts as an individual and as a donor. She directed his philanthropy, guiding the way a mogul like Bloomberg could move upward in the social strata of New York and even London. When he was mayor, she would promote public art and even helped him take on such dramatic projects as The Gates, the 7,503 tangerine-colored panels by Christo that billowed throughout Central Park, brightening the winter of 2005. And she would be the first woman to hold the top job as first deputy in any New York City administration. “Run it by Patti” was often the first task for anybody who had a new idea or a problem in city hall.4

A native Manhattanite, Harris went to Ethical Culture Fieldston, a progressive private school in the Bronx, then graduated in 1977 from Franklin & Marshall College in Lancaster, Pennsylvania, with a degree in government. (Bloomberg later surprised her by matching donations up to $1 million for a building at her college that is now called the Patricia E. Harris Center for Business, Government & Public Policy.)

Harris always seemed to be around for any big Bloomberg moment. Watching her, you saw a kind of calm, as if she had some magical power that kept everything under control. Dressed immaculately for the cultured world, she seemed to make everyone around her look rumpled and slightly frantic.

Former police commissioner Ray Kelly, a very tough ex-marine, had been impressed watching Harris negotiate with the U.S. Secret Service in 2002. Shortly before the first anniversary of the 9/11 attacks, a team of U.S. Secret Service agents met with her to describe their demands before President George W. Bush would attend the ceremony. They wanted everyone to walk through metal detectors. Harris would explain, quietly and repeatedly, that family members still grieving would not be asked to go through the detectors or face searches by agents. This was New York City, and those were the mayor’s rules. The Secret Service eventually retreated.

“She is not a yeller,” Kelly said later. “She gives you the sense that this is what she wants and she is going to get it with a smile and she is going to get it collegially, but she is going to get it done.”5

Married to Mark D. Lebow, a New York lawyer, they raised three children, and despite her duties that seemed to increase every year, Harris made certain she could wrangle time to scuba dive at the best reefs around the world. It was no accident that shortly after she took over Bloomberg Philanthropies, saving the oceans became a growing concern. When she was not around, the mischievous old Mike could slip back into his old ways. Dirty jokes, the chuckles with the boys about how he would “do” that particular woman “in a minute.” Soon that one was shortened to just “in a minute.” Her appearance could quiet even the ribald references to the eel in the main office aquarium.

Harris avoided interviews and maintained a tight smile through virtually all public appearances. Aides explained that she always seemed to be “in charge of everything,” and Bloomberg looked to her to get things done and to keep him out of trouble. Bloomberg once put it this way: “She has the ability—not just with me, but with everybody—to tell you when you don’t have any clothes on, but in a way that you say she’s right, and you don’t want to strike out at her.”6

Harris knew her boss well and knew details of the criticism and the lawsuits by women at the company. When asked about it, she responded that “I’ve worked for him for 25 years, and women have always been in senior leadership roles. I’ve seem countless women grow professionally, earn more opportunities, and get promoted as they also raised families.

“Not long after I started Mike told me: Make sure you make time for your kids. He meant it,” she continued. The company benefits were “extremely family-friendly,” and even though “there are going to be complaints,” she added, “anyone who works hard and performs well is going to be rewarded, regardless of gender or race or sexual orientation or anything else.”7



Bloomberg had learned early in life about the powers of a strong woman. His dominant mother certainly offered plenty of evidence that even if he enjoyed the sexism of the fraternity or Salomon Brothers or Wall Street, he should recognize that women could have a full set of brains and often a lot more wisdom. His wife, Susan, who left after she grew tired of his high-energy and increasingly public lifestyle, would remain friendly and even work in his campaigns.8 And his two daughters inherited the Bloomberg family mettle.

In many ways, Emma and Georgina Bloomberg were like separate versions of the man himself, as one Bloomberg friend noted. Emma, born in 1979, was the brainy Bloomberg, the one who graduated magna cum laude from Princeton9 and then earned two master’s degrees from Harvard in business administration and public administration. She helped with some of her father’s most important issues in city hall—like the establishment of the city’s 311 information line. She also worked hard to organize the Republican Party convention in 2004 (a success for Republicans, a horror show for protestors who were arrested by the hundreds). Emma would go on to help fight poverty with the Robin Hood Foundation and her own political nonprofit called Murmuration (named for a flock of starlings), but, in this case, designed to help the nation’s children. She has said she likes golf,10 which must please her golf-obsessed father. And occasionally she could be seen in the society news pages, like when she and her husband, Chris Frissora, “combined their names into a portmanteau,” as the Times wrote in 2015.11 Their daughter, Zelda, would have the last name Frissberg, as in half Frissora and half Bloomberg.

Georgina, nearly four years younger than Emma,12 inherited her father’s sporting and social genes. A superb equestrian and a regular on the glamorous side of the philanthropy circuit, she often shared the limelight on her father’s arm, later alone as she grew more famous herself.

Georgina had a shelf full of awards for her horsemanship, besting other riders in Florida, New York, Spain, Canada, and France. She also co-wrote a series of popular books about girls and horses for the teen set. But Bloomberg’s elfin daughter also inherited her father’s grit. She won third place in the Hampton Classic in 2013 when she was pregnant with her son, Jasper. And she suffered mightily in other ways. George, as friends call her, broke her collarbone three times, fractured an ankle, broke her back twice, and suffered one concussion when the saddle slipped and she fell in 2010. After that tumble, she went to the nearest bar with friends. But when even a drink did not stop the pain, she finally made it to the emergency room, where doctors found another break in her back. Soon, she agreed to have surgery to straighten a crooked spine (spondylolisthesis). Surgery in 2011 kept her off the horses for months, but by the summer of 2012, she had won her first post-surgery jumping event in Massachusetts. This was one tough woman.13

Bloomberg has made his daughters and their families comfortable. He has given money to their causes and even learned not to flinch as George and her horse took the high jumps. But there was one particularly special gift that only the mayor of New York City could give his two daughters. In 2007, the Sandhogs, the union workers who dig tunnels deep under the city, offered to let the mayor name the massive Herrenknecht drills that would grind through underground Manhattan to extend the number 7 subway line. Bloomberg named the giant machines Emma and Georgina.14 For Mike Bloomberg, the trained engineer, that was love.



With help from friends, Bloomberg managed to hide any hurt about his failed marriage, and soon, he could be seen with some of New York society’s most glamorous women. He mostly liked women his age, a bit unusual for the Wall Street crowd, but that still could include Broadway or movie stars like Ann Reinking and Marisa Berenson. He escorted friends like Barbara Walters and Annette de la Renta to the city’s most luxurious galas. He told the London Guardian in 1996, “I am a single, straight billionaire in Manhattan. What do you think? It’s like a wet dream.”15

By the time he was hinting that he might run for mayor, the New York Post had labeled him the anti-bimbo billionaire, and Bloomberg’s explanation for his maturing tastes in companions was that he had tried the Wall Street world of girls, girls, girls and decided older women were a better option. “I find women my age more interesting, I guess. Maybe it’s just that I have less in common with younger women. It’s also safer. Somehow or other, the wives of your friends find it much more reassuring.”16



Indeed, he always seemed to be keeping his options open. He scoffed at the idea of getting married again, and even enjoyed teasing anyone who was getting married about the hazards of legalizing a relationship. He professed to like the freedom of knowing he could stray when he wanted.

Despite his very vocal anti-marriage stance, Bloomberg would spend most of his mayoralty and post-city years with Diana Taylor. Taylor, a financial executive, was beautiful, scary slim, gracious, intelligent, and dressed like someone straight out of Anna Wintour’s wardrobe room at Vogue. A graduate of Dartmouth with an MBA and a degree in public health from Columbia, she was widely viewed in New York’s social circles as “a catch for any man, no matter how powerful,” as one of Taylor’s social peers put it.17

Yet too often Bloomberg seemed to treat her like a politically appropriate appendage, as far as some of his friends, especially female friends, were concerned. They talked of painful dinners with Bloomberg using Diana as a foil for his heavy-duty humor. Mostly, in public, he gave her an easier time, and she was a perfect substitute first lady for his time as mayor—always there, smiling at even the most tedious public event.18

Once, shortly after he left city hall, Bloomberg was asked why he had returned to the top job running Bloomberg LP. “Well, the alternative is for me to stay home every day and talk to Diana about feelings,” he told a Bloomberg television audience that laughed nervously. “If that doesn’t get you back to work, I don’t know what would.”19 A joke, but ouch.

Any such militantly unmarried male over thirty-five in New York City could raise a few questions and some latent hopes from the gay community, and Bloomberg, even when he was nominally a Republican, supported gay marriage and civil rights. But simply watching him work a crowd might have helped dispel such notions. Once, after accepting an award at a gala for the Citizens Union public interest group in 2013, Mike Bloomberg spotted a tall blond woman in a small huddle of people. The mayor maneuvered himself so that as he passed by the makeshift receiving line, he could give her a hug, a kiss on each cheek. Then he moved a little to shake hands with a few admirers. Then he came back to the blonde. Another hug, two more kisses. He even seemed to be angling for a third round when the blonde suddenly moved on. Out of reach.

Bloomberg worked throughout an era when women evolved from docile or fake-docile homebodies into corporate tycoons, from timid secretaries and lowly assistants to vocal activists for women’s rights. Like many men in his generation, Bloomberg would eventually seem bewildered by the so-called Me Too movement, the army of women who complained about mistreatment and abuse in the earlier times. He would update the company’s rules to protect female employees and make sure they were given premier benefits. But the real test would come when he stepped out of his private company, his private world, to become a public figure. He would soon hire, and depend on, a group of powerful women to help run his campaign and his city.
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RUNNING ON MONEY

“He doesn’t get bought. He’s the one doing the buying.”

—Former New York assemblyman Richard Brodsky

“Why the hell would you want to do that?”

—Richard Ravitch on hearing Bloomberg wanted to run for mayor

Michael Bloomberg told his colleagues that if he ever tried politics, he would not be a legislator, not even a senator. He was a natural boss, and he had to be in charge. But he also wrote that, overall, his “impatience with government kept me away from politics. All elected officials should stop worrying.”1

As it turned out, candidates for mayor of New York did need to worry. When his publisher, John Wiley & Sons, was packaging his autobiography, Bloomberg by Bloomberg, in 1997, the man himself had already begun to make his moves on the city.

At fancy New York dinners, especially at charity events where his money had turned him into a social and philanthropic superstar, Bloomberg began hinting that he was interested in politics. It was often a question, an invitation to hear encouragement from the moneyed class. “Do you think I should run for mayor after Rudy steps down?” he would ask, trying to make it seem that he had not already decided on the answer.

New York’s elite swooned at the very idea of a man with experience as a real manager running their city, but the political professionals, the veterans of the city’s mean political wars waged precinct by precinct, saw little more than a rich man’s diversion. Some wondered aloud whether this was simply one more way of advertising the Bloomberg brand.2 Others saw it as a foolish gamble that could only damage his reputation as a successful businessman, an excess of vanity for a man whose considerable assets would, at best, provide a healthy living for campaign consultants.

Richard Ravitch, a respected city elder who revived New York’s decrepit subway system in the late 1970s, was shocked when Bloomberg broached the subject. Over a private lunch, the gruff Ravitch, who could make a comment on the weather sound like a stormy edict from Mount Sinai, questioned the very idea. “Why the hell would you want to do that?” Ravitch remembered saying. An unsuccessful candidate for mayor in 1989, Ravitch reminded the very private Bloomberg, who ran a very private company, that candidates have no privacy. Their every peccadillo lands on the front page of a tabloid. The media eats politicians, he warned. They will know the family secrets, he predicted. But Bloomberg didn’t seem to care, Ravitch recalled. “Or perhaps he didn’t think it would happen to him.”3

Bloomberg’s friends also wondered how a man who had wallowed in the money pits of Wall Street could suddenly turn politically respectable. Their pal, who insisted on being called Mike even by underlings at his company, was well known for blurting out whatever crudity or politically suspect idea that came to mind. He was smart and more ethical than most of his peers, but his tough wit straight from the trading floor was too often, well, misunderstood. To the uninitiated, it could simply sound mean, and his jokes could offend—especially women. The claims of inappropriate sexual remarks and harassment of women in his company would begin to seep out as he became more serious about running for office.

But Bloomberg was very serious. Sometime in the late 1990s, he had decided that nearly twenty years building Bloomberg LP was enough. He had conquered Wall Street. He had become a business media baron. He had made his billions. Now it was time to succeed at something different, he told friends.

“I thought twenty years at the company, it’s time for somebody else to do things,” he said years later. “A new guy can always do it better.”4 (He smiled when he said that in 2018, recognizing he was still running the company he started more than thirty-five years earlier.) At some point, after all that mentioning the idea to friends and asking for advice, Bloomberg’s name appeared on everybody’s list of possible candidates to run for mayor. His sister teased him, he remembered; making the point that the newspapers had said he was only good enough to be mentioned as mayor, not as a candidate for president.

Bloomberg laughed it off. Being mayor of New York City was “a better job than even the president’s,” he remembered telling her. “It’s the ultimate political job. You don’t have a Congress to deal with.”

Also, the city needed his kind of help, he said. “You’ve got a budget bigger than the GDP of half the countries in the world. You’ve got more embassies here than any other city in the whole world because of the UN.” Plus, the man who liked to run things and fix things wanted his city to work. “And I was tired of people saying, ‘Oh. You can’t do things.’ ”5

Moreover, Bloomberg knew his strengths. And his weaknesses. “I’m not an investor. I’m not an analyst. I’m not a consultant. I’m not a teacher. I’m not a writer. I am an executive. I make decisions . . . in government, the president, the governor, and the mayor are executive jobs.” As for details, Bloomberg wanted to hire good people who would bring him the best choices. “We ask [candidates] about policy. But you have other people that do policy. And you don’t know what policy you’re going to need down the road. So to ask you when you’re running what your policy is . . .” He shrugged. “The problems of today aren’t going to be the same problems by the time you get down the road.”6

Michael Bloomberg, the executive, the decider, the manager, started working toward his new goal with the customary precision and pragmatism of his other expertise, as the engineer. Campaigns are messy, as a rule, and he wanted to begin methodically, even if things couldn’t stay that way for long. First, as always, he hired the best (and often most expensive) people in the campaign business. Patti Harris had already convinced Bloomberg to hire Kevin Sheekey, a handsome, fast-talking political whiz who could spin the dullest detail into a good story. A veteran of then senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s Washington staff, Sheekey dazzled almost anybody in his headlights. There was always some question about how many frills he added as he unfurled his latest tableau. But Patti Harris obviously recognized a political force, and Mike Bloomberg spotted a fellow salesman.

Sheekey, who had been advising the company on the ways of Washington since 1997, was one of the first political people Bloomberg asked about whether he should run for mayor. Never admit you’re not running, Sheekey counseled. With a direct line to some of New York’s best political reporters, Sheekey kept sowing hints that Bloomberg would run to succeed Giuliani. He knew Bloomberg enjoyed the attention, but, like Harris, he also began to worry that this descent into politics was not going to be neat and easy.

By January 2001, Sheekey and Harris were working hard to talk their boss out of running when Bloomberg invited them to dinner.

As they sat down, Bloomberg ordered wine, and when it came, he raised his glass. “Okay, if we’re going to do this thing. Let’s toast on it,” he said. Sheekey and Harris were stunned, but as Bloomberg explained later with a grin, “We decided to take a vote, and one vote carried it.”7

Soon, Bloomberg had hired political strategists like Frank Luntz, who had helped Republicans, and Doug Schoen, who had helped guide President Bill Clinton through his reelection in 1996, and the seasoned pros at Squier Knapp Dunn, known for creating the advertising for Democratic campaigns going back to Hubert Humphrey’s presidential run in 1968.8 Harris had already been making certain Bloomberg met the key people in the city, including those who knew its politics. She also helped Bloomberg hire not only the political bigwigs, but also the intellectual experts on urban matters like Mitchell Moss of New York University, Ester Fuchs of Columbia, and civil rights activist Alan Gartner, a professor at Queens College of New York.

But, the prize consultant, David Garth, the guru of political gurus who had helped elect mayors and governors, seemed out of reach. Garth had added his magic to the winning campaigns of three mayors—John Lindsay in the raucous 1960s and early ’70s; scrappy, “How’m doin’?” Ed Koch, who brought the city through the eighties; and the current mayor, Rudolph Giuliani. Garth’s television ads were legendary. When Koch was running against incumbent mayor Abe Beame in 1977, the Beame campaign was pleading with voters to let him finish the job. “Finish the job,” Koch sniffed in Garth’s powerful ad. “Hasn’t he done enough?”9

Garth had sent word he was not ready to take on a losing campaign, even for a winning paycheck. Harris and Sheekey, however, were not ready to give up. They arranged a clandestine meeting at Garth’s chosen spot—the Café des Artistes, an elegant cave-like restaurant with nymphs painted on the walls and some of the city’s most powerful people maneuvering at the tables. Garth was a tough, plainspoken character, part ogre, part wizard. After Harris and Sheekey convinced him to meet Bloomberg, Garth came away with a rough assessment of the candidate: “This guy was in love with himself. He’s a prick, all right? But he also has empathy for people—blacks and Jews, you know? And I never liked the people around him, except for Kevin, who knows politics and Patti, who has excellent instincts,”10 Garth said later. He signed on anyway. It would be an interesting campaign, he told Sheekey, and the money turned out to be better than good.

Away from the public eye, at least at first, Bloomberg also shifted more of his philanthropy beyond the city’s cultural centers, adding an astonishing seventy-nine organizations, many of them smaller charities and nonprofits in the five boroughs. They included the Doe Fund to help the homeless and the Staten Island Children’s Museum, the Children’s Health Fund to help pay for a “doctor’s office on wheels” for poor children.11 They were worthy causes, of course, but they would also help introduce Bloomberg across the city to make the super-rich new candidate look as generous as he certainly was.

Not everyone saw charity, of course. Among the most vocal was former New York assemblyman Richard Brodsky, a Democrat from the city’s suburb of Westchester, who viewed the Bloomberg contributions as a form of political largesse. “He doesn’t get bought,” a political hazard for poorer candidates, Brodsky said dismissively. “He’s the one doing the buying.”12

As the money for the campaign spread into the millions, the city’s political insiders scoffed. They saw the pollsters and the admen, the analysts and the advisers, and even some of the charities, “taking him for a ride.”13

But Bloomberg was looking at the odds a little like the money managers he knew from Wall Street. What he and his advisers saw was a political assumption that a Democrat would win after Rudy Giuliani’s eight years of arch Republican rule. Every Democratic leader with an ounce of ambition seemed to be eyeing the mayor’s job. The Democratic public advocate Mark Green clearly thought he was next in line. The city comptroller, Alan Hevesi, another Democrat, was making his play for the top job. The Democratic city council speaker, Peter Vallone, was running, so was the Bronx borough president, Fernando Ferrer, who hoped to be the first Hispanic mayor. On the Republican side, Herman Badillo, a former Democratic congressman and star in the Puerto Rican community, was making his sixth run for mayor, this time trying out the GOP line. At age seventy-two, and after losing the race for mayor five times, Badillo was little more than a placeholder for the Republicans, who had almost no hope of holding on to city hall. To Bloomberg, a Democrat, that meant he was in the wrong party.

So in 2000, Michael R. Bloomberg quietly switched his registration from Democratic to Republican.14



For every successful candidate, there has to be a good answer to this basic question: Why you are running? It cannot be simply ambition, although a good supply of determination is necessary to sustain the hard work of campaigning. It cannot simply be a love of attention, although it has certainly helped the likes of Donald Trump. In Bloomberg’s case, there was another reason. He believed he could run the city better than anybody else. So Bloomberg and his team slowly compiled an encyclopedic wish list of things he wanted to do as mayor. He wanted to keep the city safer, of course, but also healthier. He wanted full control of city schools, a goal other mayors had failed to get. He wanted to improve the business atmosphere, create a central place for information (which became 311), develop more and better housing, help the unfortunate, make the mayor’s office nonpartisan, and generally make the city hum nicely like one of his famous machines.

His list of promises compiled later by one political staffer, Bradley Tusk, included an astonishing 349 items. (By 2004, Tusk would claim that 211 were achieved, 113 launched, and 25 were reconsidered.15 Tusk estimated that in his first term Bloomberg had launched or completed 94 percent of his campaign goals.) Some were far out of his reach like election reform and renovation of the dungeon-like commuter terminal at Penn Station or imposing congestion pricing on city drivers—all of which were controlled by a notoriously inept state government in Albany. Some plans were canceled, like requiring public school students to wear uniforms. (They were costly, and other cities had found few benefits from the one-look-fits-all school dress, the mayor decided.)16 One item on the list—to move the city hall press room from city hall to Staten Island—may have been a joke. Even so, it managed to irritate two groups Bloomberg needed—the press and the conservative voters on Staten Island.

Overall, however, it was a useful political package for that era, especially since Bloomberg could afford to spend $92.60 per vote on ads, promotions, and advisers to sell his competent, entrepreneurial image.17

As he turned from the finance world that counted dollars to the business of counting votes, Bloomberg started shedding bits and pieces of the high-end existence he had worked so hard to acquire. Shortly before he announced, Bloomberg resigned from several mostly white private clubs that could offend a diverse city. Wall Street regulars collected clubs like personal tokens, and in this way, Bloomberg had followed his pack. He quit the Harmonie Club in Manhattan and the Century Country Club in Purchase, New York—two exclusive enclaves established more than one hundred years earlier by Jews who had been excluded from most other clubs in the city.

At the same time, he quietly turned in his resignation to two all-male societies. One was the Brook Club, a clannish operation founded, according to legend, by men who were ousted from another club after they tried to poach an egg on a member’s bald head.18 Bloomberg also resigned from the militantly all-male Racquet and Tennis Club in Manhattan, a club known for refusing to allow even tennis star Evelyn David to practice on their courts in 1987.19 Denying her time in their pool, which was rumored to feature males routinely paddling around in the nude, might have made sense. But their tennis courts?

Still, he was not left without a club or golf course or other high-end sanctuary. He remained a member of the Bond Club, the Century Association, the Council on Foreign Relations, the Harvard Club, the New York Yacht Club, the Kappa Beta Phi fraternity, the Golf Club of Purchase, New York, a favorite of Wall Street types,20 the Caves Valley Golf Club, a course for serious golfers near Washington, D.C., and, in Bermuda, his weekend getaway of choice, the Coral Beach & Tennis Club, and the Mid Ocean Club.21 He sold his half of a billionaire’s requisite yacht, an admission of excess that Bill Cunningham, a top campaign adviser, insisted was not a big deal. “It’s not an aircraft carrier. It’s not a submarine,” he said. “It’s just a boat.”22

Bloomberg’s problems with women at his company hovered as a potential hazard, but news accounts of the harassment charges by female employees and the vehement denials by Bloomberg came early—even before he had announced. Did his campaign leak the news in order to inoculate the candidate? The answer is almost certainly yes, as author Chris McNickle wrote in 2017.23 That’s the standard campaign way to downplay a bit of bad personal history—get it out early.

Ten weeks before Bloomberg announced, the New York Daily News had trumpeted the women’s accusations, the lawsuits, the accusations of things Bloomberg allegedly said (like “Kill it” to a pregnant worker), and the vehement denials by Bloomberg.24 Political regulars chuckled privately as a nonpolitician tried to air out his past before he went public. An aide to Peter Vallone, said that the ruckus in the tabloids “reinforces the fact that Bloomberg is not a serious threat, and his candidacy isn’t quite ready for prime time.”25

Far from being disheartened, Bloomberg’s advisers saw the muted response and believed they had won a pass. If reporters brought it up later, the campaign could point out that Bloomberg had already denied it and passed a lie detector test. The cases were settled, and it would be old news.26

Undaunted, or more characteristically even encouraged by the naysayers, Bloomberg finally declared his candidacy on June 5, 2001. His speech announcing his run for city hall was three and a half pages long and used the pronoun “I” 117 times, as columnist Gail Collins noted in the Times.27 No matter. The actual announcement, the real introduction to city voters, was on television, the beginnings of a televised blitz that would be part of a campaign that would eventually cost Bloomberg a stunning $74 million.

As Bloomberg began his first run for public office, surveys for the Quinnipiac University Poll showed him more than thirty points down, just one step over invisible.28 Most Republicans didn’t think he had a chance, but Bloomberg, who once estimated that he would not spend more than $30 million to get elected, was now ready to fork over whatever it took to get the nomination. As one writer put it, the GOP “welcomed Bloomberg with open pockets.”29

Soon, even then governor George Pataki ditched Badillo and endorsed Bloomberg. At their first joint press conference, Pataki was standing next to the freshly initiated Republican when a reporter asked the billionaire candidate if he was really, truly a Republican, given that he seemed to be awfully liberal. “I AM a liberal,” Bloomberg answered as Pataki flinched. And after several more questions like those about his liberal views on guns, abortion, and gay rights, Bloomberg grinned and made himself perfectly clear: “I’m a liberal. I’m a liberal. I’m a liberal. I’m a LIBERAL,” he said. Pataki remembered working hard to keep a smile on his face. This was not on the talking points memo, but, as the governor would soon learn, it was standard “I am what I am” Bloomberg.30

The business community rallied, of course. But others did not fall in line so easily. Betsy Gotbaum, a high-energy force around the city, had been a parks commissioner under Mayor Dinkins and president of the New-York Historical Society, saving it from a dusty bankruptcy and the loss of a splendid building on Central Park West. Bloomberg supported the society and had become a social friend.

So Bloomberg assumed Gotbaum was on board. Not so fast, she explained. A lifelong Democrat whose husband, Victor, had been a prominent labor leader, she was running for the job of public advocate, the city’s ombudsman. Endorsing a Republican or criticizing Bloomberg’s opponent would be political treason in her world, even for a friend. Bloomberg, however, saw her political attachment as a form of desertion.

When they both won, Gotbaum expected an easy relationship with the mayor, not like the daily spats between former public advocate Mark Green and ex-mayor Rudy Giuliani. That wasn’t going to happen, she was shocked to learn. She had been disloyal, she was told, and he would have no trouble cutting her budget and getting city voters to drastically limit the public advocate’s position, in other words, her job. It was a very public war. But when her husband died nearly a year and a half after the mayor left office, Gotbaum said that the first outsider to call and offer his sympathy was Mike Bloomberg.31

If Bloomberg had plenty of money to run for office, a successful candidate also needs something even Mike Bloomberg could not buy—pure, old-fashioned luck. In 2001, this political newbie enjoyed three unexpected advantages, the most important being the disaster on September 11 that alarmed the city and rattled its voters.

But there were also other circumstances that favored this political novice. First, nobody thought he could win, including himself. A few months before he announced, Bloomberg told Israel’s prime minister, Ariel Sharon: “Am I running? Probably. Will I win? Not a chance.”32 So he made a lot of his mistakes (and gave a lot of really terrible speeches) early, while nobody was really looking. The press and the political diggers from the opposition mostly gave him a pass—until it was too late.

“If you go back to when he first announced that he was running, people were cracking jokes. He was just kind of goofy,” recalled Joe DePlasco, who ran the campaign of his main opponent, Democrat Mark Green.

“I remember [a Times reporter] calling after the election and saying, you know, he was sorry that they did not give Bloomberg a bigger and deeper look,” he said. “All that stuff you would have investigated—the background, the expenditures on political stuff, business decisions, personality flaws, whatever, that didn’t take place,” he groused. “They didn’t have the immediate scrutiny that you would have normally in an election.”33

The second bit of good fortune for Bloomberg was that his Democratic opponent was Mark Green. Green, who had been a steady and sometimes strident voice for reform as the city’s public advocate, was an arrogant and abrasive man. He had a talent for offending people, even if they agreed with every single word he said. Green managed to divide the Democrats, offend key unions, alienate blacks and Hispanics, and generally drive a sure win by the Democrats that year into a humiliating loss.

Still, the most fateful event for that election and for America in the years ahead was the terrorist attack on the World Trade Center towers on September 11, 2001. With what would become 2,76334 city deaths and the catastrophic destruction of the massive Twin Towers, even tough New Yorkers were shaken. Suddenly, enough city residents would yearn for stability, and Mike Bloomberg’s wooden but dependable candidacy fit the needs of that moment. Bloomberg looked like a successful manager, a qualified chairman at city hall, a steady hand that could control the budget, supervise the city’s 300,000 workers, and generally reign as a paternal figure who could take care of the city’s eight million residents.

Some voters went to the polls four times that fall. The city primary on September 11 was quickly canceled. There were even people who said the election saved their lives because they stood in the polling place waiting to vote before going to work at or near the World Trade Center. Most New Yorkers could tell you exactly what they did that day, how they watched the destruction on TV or, in real time, who they called, where they were. Bloomberg was in his campaign office, eye on the television, phone at his ear. Voting for mayor was not a priority that day, even for him.

A new primary was set for September 25, and Bloomberg easily bested his Republican opponent with 72.3 percent of the vote, even though Badillo had tried, and failed, to make an issue of Bloomberg’s money and the lawsuits from women in his company. Most people, including most of the media, were watching the Democrats, where Green was forced into a runoff with Fernando Ferrer because neither candidate won 40 percent of the vote. Green, who eventually clawed his way to a win against Ferrer, was so confident he could beat Bloomberg that he had already begun offering jobs in his future administration. He repeatedly scoffed at the idea of Bloomberg as mayor, at one point calling Bloomberg’s plan to add schools on Governors Island off the Manhattan shoreline “the naivete of a novice.” “I don’t think he knows the city, and I don’t think he understands government,” Green sneered. “When he’s been to all the neighborhoods like I have, perhaps he’ll be slightly more insightful and credible.”35

Although his opponents and the press had mostly failed to notice, Bloomberg had been going to all those neighborhoods. He had been steadily meeting people in every borough and finding, to his relief, that all sorts of New Yorkers felt comfortable with his stiff but genuine salesmanship. When he worked to make people like him, they liked him. He was indeed odd, even for a billionaire. He droned through his speeches, like a schoolkid reading a book report, and he had this strange way of speaking—part Massachusetts, part Bloomberg. The word “anyway” always turned into “anyways.” But, hey, he wasn’t fake, New Yorkers figured.

While Bloomberg was shaking hands and promising a better city, his campaign staff was working just as hard trying to introduce this very rich white man to a very diverse city. Jonathan Capehart, who had been a Bloomberg reporter before he began working to help Bloomberg connect with the African American community, tried to get his subject to loosen up, especially when he visited the city’s powerful black churches. Capehart explained to the candidate that religion in a black church is physical. The organ thumps and the choir soars and people clap and stomp their feet and sing and sway to worship joyously with their whole bodies.

Bloomberg would just stand there, once in the same church as Green, who tried to rock along with the congregation. Capehart remembered asking him, “Mike, you know, it’s church. You can’t clap? You can’t move? He said, ‘Hey, listen, I could try to pander and pretend like I know what to do and that this is part of my tradition or I’ve been around this all my life, but I haven’t. And it’s not part of my tradition so I’m not going to pretend to be someone I’m not.’ ”

Capehart added, “I thought, you know what, good for him. There’s nothing more terrible than to see a politician, and particularly a white politician, trying to get down in a black church when they’ve never done it before.”36

To reporters covering his campaign, this stiff candidate seemed odd for a man who had a reputation straight out of the high energy and low morality of Wall Street. To some, it became clear that he was trying hard, sometimes painfully hard, to stop from blurting out what he might have said on the Salomon Brothers trading floor. Still, he could occasionally go off script and offer a few glimpses of the inner Bloomberg.

In a key economic address at a breakfast given by Crain’s business magazine in October 2001, he began advising executives from the city’s top corporations to avoid hiring people from the suburbs. They are not “the best and the brightest,” he explained. “This is a self-selection process. People who want to go there [Connecticut or Westchester, for example] aren’t the people that you want to have in your company.”37 It might have hurt him with his richer suburban friends, but it sounded right to New Yorkers. Whether he understood that it might be helping him with the voters, it wasn’t planned, wasn’t in the text. It was just what he wanted to say at the moment.

During one early interview, Bloomberg was asked what had become a standard question for politicians—had he ever smoked marijuana? Bloomberg said, “You bet I did. And I enjoyed it.” A national pro-marijuana campaign later used the quote as part of an ad that showed a very bleary-eyed Bloomberg with the line: “At last, an Honest Politician.” (Bloomberg would later admit that although he regretted the remark, it “was the truth.” And he would later oppose decriminalization of the drug, especially in his city.)38

At another point early in 2001, he was talking about how students could apply for jobs. He said that too often students from the city’s public schools “don’t know how to present themselves. They have personal hygiene problems. These are the things that drive employers crazy.”39

As Bloomberg’s poll numbers went up, the state Democratic chair, Judith Hope, put out a list of Bloomberg’s “offensive remarks” and “blunders.” They included items from the Bloomberg birthday book of quotes compiled in part by a former Bloomberg employee, Elisabeth DeMarse, for Bloomberg’s fiftieth birthday. After DeMarse admitted she had released the book and some of the quotes were printed in New York magazine in September,40 she got a call from a Bloomberg lawyer suggesting, as she put it, that “they were going to take all my money” because she had broken her confidentiality agreement with the company.

“I didn’t worry,” DeMarse laughed years later. “At that point, I didn’t have any money.”41

As Bloomberg made headway in private polls, the Democrats pulled out those old jokes and tried to make them sound like campaign statements by the Republican candidate. Their list included:

“I make it a rule never to go to Queens, and since that eliminates both airports, I don’t travel very much.”

“The three biggest lies are: The check’s in the mail. I’ll respect you in the morning, and I’m glad that I’m Jewish.”

Hope wrote that “New Yorkers deserve to know about the offensive things their Republican candidate for Mayor has said about women, the borough of Queens and being Jewish.”

There was, of course, no suggestion by the opposition that these might have been jokes, even terribly old ones. Bloomberg labeled them old “Borscht belt” standbys.42

Not funny, the joyless Green campaign argued. Green tried desperately to add these quotes as an antidote to the television ads and expensive flyers stuffed in mailboxes of potential voters. These Bloomberg ads showed a strong-looking guy who described himself as “a self-made man from a working-class family.” Television commercials hammered the idea of a competent businessman who had an impish grin and who exuded the kind of confidence of a man who was in control of the world around him. Many voters could see through Green’s umbrage and once again registered Bloomberg’s “blunders” as a little crude authenticity not unknown in the big city.

The real issue, Green and other Democrats said, was his money. How could people tolerate a rich man buying his way into office? the Green campaign asked. Bloomberg and his campaign turned the question on its head, arguing that it was so much better for him to pay his own bills than to take money from some leftover Tammany Hall wannabe who would ask for favors if he won. (He would later help the city pass a law limiting contributions to candidates from companies that do business with the city. That law would eventually impose a $25,000 fine for taking donations from those on the “doing business database”.)43

In the end, the New York Times editorials, which had supported the Republican Giuliani in 1997, backed the Democratic candidate Green and argued that Bloomberg’s money was indeed the main issue in the campaign.44 New York City had a model system of public financing for political campaigns that parceled out matching funds to candidates who participated, followed the rules, and ran legitimate races. The system encouraged competition, and it was supposed to provide a hedge against rich candidates like Bloomberg. The problem was that even New York City’s campaign budget could not offer much protection from nearly $74 million. Bloomberg, of course, did not participate in the system.



As the campaign took off, Stu Loeser, Mark Green’s prime researcher, put together a package he called the “Bloomberg White Paper,” designed to reveal the underreported flaws of their billionaire opponent. The Loeser team criticized the Bloomberg company’s treatment of workers who made his keyboards in Mexico and accused him of running his company like “an electronic sweatshop”45 with hours rivaling the Salvadorean sweatshops that, incidentally, made his campaign T-shirts. (Bloomberg canceled the T-shirt contract shortly after he was asked about the treatment of those workers.) The candidate had indulged in what the Green investigators called “abusive/boorish behavior” about women, and the man who made his money in the world of computers had said repeatedly that classrooms should not have computers for the youngest students. (He wanted children to focus on books and the blackboard and the teacher, not on individual machines—an idea which drew jeers from the Green camp.)

DePlasco and Loeser tried to peddle the details not mentioned in Bloomberg’s smooth television ads, but Bloomberg’s flaws barely made the news. And in the end Loeser didn’t find enough to sour on his target. In 2005 he joined the Bloomberg political team, and in 2006 he became Bloomberg’s press secretary in city hall.46

The 2001 campaign reached its peak in mid-October, even though most New Yorkers were focused elsewhere after 9/11. Each day seemed to bring the painful sound of bagpipes keening “Amazing Grace” in memory of another firefighter or police officer lost at the World Trade Center. The media was full of alarming new warnings about anonymous letters containing powder—some of it lethal anthrax, some of it talcum powder sent more to harass than to harm. A journalist in Florida died after opening a letter seeded with anthrax spores. Two assistants to NBC anchor Tom Brokaw grew violently ill after dealing with his mail—a “letter that looked as if it were written by a child.”47 Mail rooms around New York City were on alert, watching for strange packages or envelopes, and some mail clerks had to have hazmat suits ready if a suspicious letter appeared. The economy, already showing signs of weakness before 9/11, was slipping dramatically in New York, as tourists canceled Christmas vacations in the newly damaged city. New York was sliding into hard times.48

Green’s real troubles began during the rough Democratic brawl of a primary season that really started when he had to compete with Ferrer in a runoff. One incident during that runoff probably lost Green the election. A Jewish lawyer in Brooklyn printed and passed out flyers showing a cartoon of Ferrer kissing an enlarged behind of black activist Al Sharpton. The idea was to scare whites into the Green camp,49 but the flyer infuriated Ferrer and Sharpton as well as their followers in the Hispanic and black communities. Green never really apologized for the flyer. Instead, he denied knowing about it, and, in a debate with Bloomberg that year, said, “How can I apologize for something that we weren’t responsible for?”50

The Bloomberg people enjoyed contrasting that pettiness to Bloomberg’s reaction when a Staten Island Republican printed a brochure featuring Green and former mayor David Dinkins, the city’s first black mayor. The brochure was printed and distributed by the Republican Party chairwoman of Staten Island at the time, and it was clearly what politicos call a “dog-whistle” to racists in the borough. The Bloomberg coordinator in Staten Island apparently knew about the printing but did not tell those running the campaign.

When reporters began calling, Bill Cunningham, who often dealt with the media, remembered that Bloomberg was so upset he fired the campaign coordinator on the spot and called the chairwoman, demanding that she withdraw and shred every copy. When Bloomberg arrived at the campaign office a short time later, he was as red-faced and angry as some of his advisers had ever seen him. “He slammed the table when we explained what was going on, just slammed his hands on the table,” said Cunningham. Bloomberg then went on the radio that night and told a mostly African American audience what had happened. And he apologized. He called former mayor Dinkins and apologized. And when anybody asked over the next few days, he apologized again and again. That was ten days before the general election, and Bloomberg had been earnestly courting black and Hispanic voters. He needed them to know he had not weaseled out of the responsibility for a mistake that had his campaign’s name on it.51

In the final days of the campaign, Bloomberg and his team realized that they desperately needed one particular man’s help—the mayor he wanted to replace, Rudy Giuliani. After September 11, Giuliani had become a national hero, and he became so buoyed by his newfound fame that he tried to get the legislature to extend his term ninety days to deal with the damage to the city. Both Bloomberg and Green agreed, a mistake for Green because it infuriated many of his old liberal allies. But when the legislature failed to sanction such an undemocratic move even for “America’s Mayor,” as he was being called at the time, Rudy had to go.

Even so, Giuliani resisted sharing his glory with Bloomberg. Twice, the newly sainted Rudy had failed to appear for the endorsement taping.52 Finally, on October 27, the outgoing mayor appeared, but when he finally gave Bloomberg his blessing, his commanding voice had died to a near-whisper, and his endorsement had the lifeless feel of a man reading his own warrant.

“I am very, very confident that the city would be in absolutely excellent hands in the hands of Mike Bloomberg,” he mumbled. “If he can have half the success with New York City that he has had in business, New York is going to have an even greater future.”53

With only ten days to go, the Bloomberg squad had Giuliani’s endorsement on the air in twenty-four hours. Public polling still showed Green ahead, but Bloomberg was almost even with Green in the candidates’ private polling. The Green team became more frantic as they saw their Republican opponent inching up to the finish line.

In the last days of the campaign, Green launched what his campaign saw as their blockbuster: they ran a television commercial charging a sinister-looking Bloomberg with advising a pregnant employee to “kill it.” Bloomberg once again denied he’d ever said such a thing, and his aides also began feverishly selling the idea that Green had gotten what one member of the Bloomberg team called “a bad case of the flop sweats.”54

Green’s desperation became even more obvious during a kind of French farce that occurred the night before the election. At the last minute, then Miramax honcho Harvey Weinstein and a few other seasoned Democrats tried to engineer a peace mission between Ferrer and Green in order to get much-needed votes from the black and Hispanic communities. DePlasco, who said “everyone was freelancing at that point,”55 recalled that Al Sharpton, who saw himself as the key to the black Democratic vote, suddenly seemed to be the arbiter of the whole plan. It was supposed to be a last-minute lovefest with Green, Sharpton, Ferrer, and former president Bill Clinton. What newspaper would be able to resist a front-page photo of that foursome on the next morning, on Election Day?

Clinton drove to the Four Seasons Hotel to meet Weinstein, then still a friend, but as his limousine inched closer to the hotel and the news crews turned their lights toward the former president, his limo suddenly sped away. Some said Clinton was furious about the media attention. That doesn’t seem likely. Green said years later that the presence of Sharpton in any group photo was “a deal breaker” for him and that he believed Clinton felt the same way.56

“At that point, it looked like Mark Green’s campaign was a sandcastle with the tide coming in,” Bloomberg’s Bill Cunningham recalled gleefully.57

The next day Green and his friends were preparing for a celebration, and exit polls were showing him ahead.58 What Green’s supporters failed to notice was that the unions had endorsed him and done little else. No real ground troops. The unions were suddenly busy elsewhere. No calling in the dependable voters, helping them get to the polls. Democrats sat on their hands in the Bronx.59

While Green was preparing to celebrate, Mike Bloomberg and his friends were planning an election night party at B. B. King’s Blues Club and Grill on West Forty-second Street to savor the evening, even if they could not stomach the night’s news. Bloomberg began promising his workers that he would get them good jobs in the private sector—he still had plenty of friends in business, he kept saying. The public polls showed Bloomberg gaining votes, but Green was still ahead. It did not look like a happy night.

The vote count came in slowly, but as the numbers started coming in from Staten Island and Queens, Pataki and Giuliani began smiling and nodding over the results. The excitement in the room grew minute by minute, and at one point, Garth grabbed Kevin Sheekey’s arm and said, “Oh, my God, I can’t believe we did it. I can’t believe we did it.” A stunned Sheekey replied, “Whattya mean? You always told us we could do it.” Garth answered, “Yeah, yeah, yeah but I lied.”60

The final election tally would eventually show that Bloomberg had lost in Manhattan, Brooklyn, and the Bronx. But Queens and Staten Island voters, plus those pulling the levers on the Independence Party line, would grant him a narrow win with 744,757 votes compared to 709,268 for Green.61

As returns became more obvious that night, Mark Green called Bloomberg to concede. Then he went out to tell his distraught followers shortly after midnight, even before most of the crowd or the media knew he had lost. “Apparently, they’re not kidding when they sing, ‘It’s not easy being Green,’ ” he told the stunned and silent crowd, most of whom were young enough to get the reference to Sesame Street’s beloved Kermit the Frog.62

Before the campaign, Bloomberg had said that he would not spend more than $30 million because “At some point, you start to look obscene.”63 But even Bloomberg did not know how far beyond obscene the bill would be. A final tally turned out to be $73,391,461. For 744,757 votes, or $98.54 per ballot.64 The $16.5 million that the Green campaign said they spent looked paltry by comparison.65

The campaign budget looked like one for a presidential race more than a contest for mayor. David Garth earned $1,020,318. Pollsters Penn, Schoen, and Berland came away with more than $12 million, as did the Baughman Company, which specialized in direct mailing and did a lot of direct mailing for Bloomberg that year. The political team got bonuses ($300,000 for Cunningham and $100,000 each for Harris, Sheekey, and press spokesman Ed Skyler). And the big winners were ad makers Squier Knapp Dunn, the firm led by advertising guru Bill Knapp. Bloomberg paid at least $34 million to the company for ads, which so dominated the airwaves that Times columnist Gail Collins once worried that the city had “a hologram running for chief executive.”66 Still, if that was the cost of being mayor, it was cheap at the price for a man then worth $4 billion.67
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FIRST HUNDRED DAYS

“And, Don’t Fuck It Up.”

—Mike Bloomberg to many a new hire1

Michael Bloomberg wanted to send a signal that he would be a different kind of mayor, a man of his word. One way to do that, as some on his political team realized, was to make good on a campaign promise to Tony of Bensonhurst. During the campaign, Anthony SantaMaria, a sixty-two-year-old building security officer, had confronted Bloomberg at a Brooklyn stop to say that he was just like all candidates. Bloomberg, the candidate, would forget about guys like him once he was Bloomberg, the mayor. Not me, Bloomberg had promised. He would be different.

So on day one as mayor-elect and with only minutes of sleep, Bloomberg headed out to that same New Utrecht subway station in Brooklyn where he had met Tony of Bensonhurst. A media crowd had already gathered—media from around the world had been alerted that the strange billionaire mayor was making his first public appearance.

Kevin Sheekey, Bloomberg’s political strategist, loves to tell what happened next. Into all the madness, suddenly, along comes Tony. Tony SantaMaria, who lived nearby. “He says, ‘Hey, he’s here to see me’ and some cop says, ‘Yea, yea, buddy, he’s here to see all of us. Keep moving.’ ” An aide hears the rising voices and yells, “He’s our guy.” Tony, who had clearly been alerted to this event, goes up to Mike and hugs him. (Mike winced a little; he was not a natural hugger.) Tony puts an arm around him and tells the cameras, “See this guy. This guy is different.”2

Sheekey and Bloomberg liked this event so much that the mayor returned to Bensonhurst the morning after every win—in 2005 and again in 2009 for smaller and smaller crowds that nevertheless included Tony SantaMaria.

Bloomberg insisted in other ways that he wanted to break old rules, and he spent his time in those early days in unexpected places for a Republican, even one in name only. After Tony of Bensonhurst, he had a very public post–Election Day breakfast in the Bronx with Democrat Fernando Ferrer, who sat with the mayor-elect at the Court Deli in the Bronx and said, pointedly, “Welcome to ‘the Other New York.’ ”3 It was a reference to Ferrer’s slogan in his failed primary campaign against the Manhattanite Mark Green.

Bloomberg made other rounds that had been off-limits for a Republican. He visited union leaders and liberal Democrats like Randi Weingarten, head of the teachers union, and he recognized Al Sharpton with a well-staged handshake, all moves that separated him from the public seething and snarling Rudy Giuliani, who would reluctantly hand over the office almost two months later. Again and again in those first days, Bloomberg kept sending the message that he would be different.



Officially, Mike Bloomberg, Wall Street billionaire, became Mayor Michael Bloomberg amid the raucous New Year’s Eve celebration to end the year 2001 in Times Square. It was a scene to remind New Yorkers that even after the devastation of 9/11, they could still celebrate and hope for a better 2002. In those first cold minutes of January 1, 2002, the usual taut face of Michael Rubens Bloomberg seemed to soften for a moment as the power passed to him from Giuliani. As he waved to the crowd on the street below, couples kissed and tooted their plastic horns, some even celebrating a new mayor.4

Bloomberg had already paid his fifteen pennies as his official filing fee to the city clerk, a requirement established by law in 1898 when the city’s five boroughs were consolidated. And at his public inauguration later that day, he strolled out of city hall as a massive American flag unfurled with a gentle thump behind him. New York’s divine Bette Midler sang “The Star-Spangled Banner.” Al Leiter, famed pitcher for the New York Mets, was the emcee. New York’s chief judge Judith Kaye, a friend, did the swearing-in ceremony. (He would ask her a few days later if she wanted to be his new schools chancellor. She said she had laughed and refused.)5 His family was there, including his slight mother, Charlotte “Lottie” Bloomberg, who beamed as she stood in a long fur coat to witness her only son take his first oath of public office.

In a dreary monotone that would become the nasal voice of New York City for the next twelve years, Bloomberg read his first inaugural address. The audience applauded when he thanked people—especially his predecessor—but there were scattered boos when he warned that he would be “asking all parts of my city government to do more with less.”

He advised his friends in the corporate suites nearby, “This is no time to leave the Big Apple.” He promised New Yorkers that after suffering a temporary loss of confidence that was out of the city’s robust character, “We will rebuild, renew and remain the capital of the free world.”

It was a dutiful speech, touching all the right bases, thanking all the right people. Elegant? No. Rousing? No. Memorable? Not really. But it suited the cold weather and the dark mood of the city. “We are the toughest, most resilient and most determined people on the planet,” he told an audience of those worrying that their city was slipping quickly into a post-9/11 despond, and perhaps even a return to the bleak 1970s.6

A few blocks from city hall, workers at the still-smoldering World Trade Center site were carting away what would be nearly two million tons of debris and human remains to Staten Island.7, 8 The sixteen acres destroyed in the attacks would soon have the look of an untended construction site with the wind stirring dust in slow circles as politicians, business leaders, architects, engineers, and families of the victims endlessly debated what should replace the Twin Towers.

The losses from 9/11 were estimated at $83 billion by the city’s prime business organization, the Partnership for New York City.9 Nearly 430,000 jobs would disappear after 9/11. Nearly 18,000 small businesses were either destroyed or forced to move elsewhere to survive. The financial industry, one of the pillars of New York’s economy, reeled, not only from the loss of so many lives in the Twin Towers, but also as the nervous company executives considered plans to relocate outside the city.

The other pillar of the city economy—tourism—also took a hit. Tourists from around the world canceled trips to the broken city. Hotel occupancy suddenly dropped below 40 percent.10 And the city budget was now $4.76 billion in the hole.

Where to start?

Bloomberg had that long list of promises he had made in the campaign, plus he wanted to make the city simply work better. Advisers repeatedly said that he wanted to fix the government, not abolish it. To do that, he started the way he would always start a major project. He would find the best people who would sacrifice their time and often their lush salaries and even their privacy to work for him—seven days a week. There is no way to dismiss as too obvious this key part of the Bloomberg strategy for running things—from his business to his campaigns to his city hall to his philanthropy. Over and over, Bloomberg would make this point. First, hire the best people who will work for you. Pay them what you can (not much of an option in the city). Tell them to come up with the best ideas, make them accountable, and then promise to protect them even if they try their hardest and fail and the boss gets a call from the New York Post.11

It did not always work, of course. And those bare bones left out a lot of detail—like the private calls from the mayor at 6:00 a.m. “What WERE you thinking or were you thinking?”12 He could be surprised when he made demands, and employees would decide something should be done differently. If they made it work, he would say, “I wouldn’t have done it that way, but it looks right.” And, of course, there were the mistakes—a social friend who couldn’t run the schools, a former mayor of Indianapolis who couldn’t step into the big time as deputy mayor, a few who stayed too safely inside the box. But mostly, the people who worked for Bloomberg starting in 2002 turned out to be smart, loyal, enthusiastic, and available by phone or email at virtually any hour of the day.

Years later, when Donald Trump had been president for a full eleven months, Bloomberg’s main public criticism of him was that he had not hired the best people to do such a massive job. “The bottom line is, this president, as all presidents, needs a team and let them make decisions. You have got to hire people and give them authority to go along with responsibility. And you have got to hire people who are experts in each facet of government, rather than people who just happen to agree with your political point of view,” Bloomberg said, in what turned out to be a classic understatement. “And he’s not separated out the politics from the knowledge that we need.”13



As Bloomberg prepared to move into city hall in the winter of 2002, he really had only his political team, and they were better at winning than actually governing. A few had gone off to spend their considerable pay packets, courtesy of the billionaire candidate for mayor. Patti Harris was always there, of course. She would be the first woman to become the city’s first deputy mayor and she would stay there, at the top, all twelve years. Ed Skyler, a key campaign adviser, would be a key press strategist, eventually rising to the position of deputy mayor. Sheekey would remain in city hall as an all-purpose adviser, then deputy mayor in the later years, and Bill Cunningham would wrestle with the media as communications director. But the city had more than 300,000 workers and 50 departments. He needed help.

Harris knew just the man, Nathan Leventhal, an expert in transitions from one mayor’s team in the city to the next. Leventhal was the former president of Lincoln Center, and he turned out to be a good match for Bloomberg. Brainy, meticulous, and tough, the new transition guru had been chief of staff to former mayor John Lindsay and deputy mayor for operations under former mayor Ed Koch. He had also helped with the transition for former mayor David Dinkins.14

A few days after the election, Leventhal and Bloomberg and a few aides sat around Bloomberg’s kitchen table in his Upper East Side town house. They were putting together a new team to start at full speed on January 1. At one point, Leventhal asked the new Republican mayor, “And how many Republicans do you need to hire?” Bloomberg answered by pressing his thumb to his index finger to create a meaningful zero.

Mike Bloomberg did not need to hire anybody, he insisted. There were no donors to appease, no supporters who had bargained their endorsement for some city favor. With such freedom, Bloomberg’s hires—with a few exceptions—would be the best that he and Leventhal believed they could find at the time.15 Bloomberg told reporters that he would not ask potential hires about party, even whether someone had worked for his opponents like Mark Green. And there would be no effort at diversity, he added. “I am not looking at race, ethnicity, gender, whatever.”16

Even outgoing mayor Rudy Giuliani had little pull with his successor.

Few of Rudy’s team were kept in the city’s top jobs. Nicholas Scoppetta, who was in charge of children’s services for Giuliani, took over the city’s fire department still reeling from devastating losses in 9/11. Iris Weinshall, married to U.S. Senate Minority Leader Charles Schumer, stayed on as transportation commissioner. Taxi Commissioner Matthew W. Daus remained. John Doherty, who had been sanitation commissioner during Giuliani’s first term, returned to the job. At the top level, there were also a few others who satisfied Bloomberg’s political supporters, but not many. Bloomberg, who often said aloud what others were thinking, told reporters that when he took a look at Giuliani’s team, he decided that “not all of his appointments were brilliant.”17

Bloomberg let it be known that he liked strong personalities. He admired passion, and he enjoyed arguments, or as he saw it, debates. He wanted people who would move fast, far beyond the comfort level of the city’s workforce. He expected data—data about the problem, data about the proposal to fix it, data about whether it worked once he’d tried it. And he especially wanted people who could sell their mission to the public, whether it was anti-tobacco or pro-bicycle or rebuilding a whole new region of the city.

Two of the biggest and most immediate challenges were public safety and a shrinking budget.

There were rumors that Bloomberg planned to ask Bernard Kerik to stay on as police commissioner,18 after a little more than a year on the job for Giuliani. Fortunately for Bloomberg, that didn’t happen, and a few years later, Kerik would be imprisoned for tax fraud and lying under oath19 (thus requiring city officials to chisel his name off the entrance to the Bernard Kerik jail in Lower Manhattan).

Instead, Bloomberg chose Raymond Walter Kelly. Highly educated, highly capable, an ex-marine and police officer, he had already been police commissioner for two years under former mayor David Dinkins. Hours after he won the election, Bloomberg had called Kelly to offer him the job. He did not waste words. “So, you want to be police commissioner?” Bloomberg asked impatiently. Even though the $150,000-a-year salary was a pay cut for Kelly, who had been in private business, he answered, “It would be an honor.” It was like the ex-marine answering with a salute.20

The other immediate challenge was an emergency budget. An obvious candidate for the job was Marc Shaw, who had become a master at wrestling with big government budgets in New York—the city’s, state’s, even the troubled Metropolitan Transportation Authority’s that ran the buses and subways. Soon after the election, Leventhal introduced Shaw to Bloomberg. The mayor-elect sat quietly as the chronically disheveled budget maestro talked about the possibilities and hazards of city budgets—especially the one with a big hole in it that the mayor would be forced to announce only forty-five days after he took office. After about twenty minutes of attentive listening, Bloomberg picked up a pen and, in his tiny, left-handed script, wrote, “Hire this guy” on Shaw’s file. “It was my dream job,” Shaw said later of his position as first deputy mayor for operations. “I was also the one who worked for Mike Bloomberg, the mayor who happened to be a billionaire. Others were working for Mike Bloomberg, the billionaire who happened to be mayor.”21

There would be plenty of other star players. For development, Bloomberg would choose Daniel L. Doctoroff, a forty-three-year-old, high-energy financier who had been pushing for New York to win the Olympics in 2012. Even with strong support from Bloomberg, however, Doctoroff did not get everything he wanted as deputy mayor for economic development and rebuilding. Mainly, he had decided to hire Alex Garvin, a respected urban expert at Yale, as the city’s planning commissioner. Not so fast, the newly elected mayor told Doctoroff.

To help plan how the city would grow, Patti Harris had brought in Amanda Burden, a well-known socialite and urban planner. She and the domineering Doctoroff would not be an easy team. There were shouting matches, usually out of the mayor’s earshot.

Then there were the people who the overconfident Mark Green had already offered jobs even before the election. Most of those commissioners-in-waiting kept waiting. One exception was Dr. Tom Frieden, a talented public health physician who had been in India fighting tuberculosis for the World Health Organization. When Green had called to offer the job of health commissioner, Dr. Frieden had wisely suggested they wait until after the vote.22

Frieden would become another superstar in the early Bloomberg years. When Bloomberg first met Frieden, in what was supposed to be a job interview, the two had what one official called an instant “mind meld.”23 Both supersmart, they talked rocket-fast. And Bloomberg cared deeply about Frieden’s work as a public health physician and advocate.

It would take a while for Bloomberg to find someone ready to overhaul the Department of Education. After the state legislature granted him full control, Bloomberg looked for someone with the strength of a four-star general to manage 1.1 million students, 75,000 teachers, and 1,600 schools. Joel Klein, who had been the lead prosecutor in the antitrust case against Microsoft, had almost no education credentials. But he was tough—tough enough to take on an education system that had become a bureaucratic quagmire.

Adrian Benepe, who became Bloomberg’s parks commissioner, was the scion of a park-loving family (his father helped turn the festering drug den at Union Square Park into an urban market and playground). Benepe would focus on using private funds to help develop public spaces, and he would oversee the restoration of Central Park and the addition of more than seven hundred acres of new parkland including the High Bridge and Brooklyn Bridge Park.24

Peter Madonia, who became Bloomberg’s chief of staff, had worked for Mayor Ed Koch as deputy commissioner for the fire department, among other jobs, until his family needed him to help with the Madonia Brothers Bakery in the Bronx. When Patti Harris, a friend from the Koch days, called, Madonia agreed to have lunch with Bloomberg, who seemed to be asking for advice about a potential run for mayor. Asking for advice, however, was a standard Bloomberg ploy. Yes, he wanted advice, but he also wanted to judge whether this person could work for him as his chief of staff, his doorkeeper and one of the toughest jobs in the city. Madonia did a lot of the unpopular stuff, like cutting the budget for the mayor’s office by 20 percent and culling twenty-five cars from the mayor’s fleet.25 He sorted through the daily blast of unresolved questions that reached the mayor’s office because they could not be solved down the line. And his job was to solve those issues before they reached the mayor, or worse, the press.

Madonia, a rough-hewn character with a good bit of the Bronx under his belt, knew how to deal with problems big and irritatingly small. The captain at a firehouse was trying to get porn off the computer—the problem bounced to Madonia. War games were necessary for the city as part of emergency preparedness—over to you, Peter.26

Dennis Walcott, who had been head of the Urban League in New York, took the post of deputy mayor for education and stayed with Bloomberg all twelve years. Michael A. Cardozo, a top-flight lawyer, would become corporate counsel known for fighting long and hard before settling any complaint big or small.27 Verna Eggleston, who had worked in children’s services for Mayors Koch and Dinkins and had helped advise Bloomberg in his campaign, would be commissioner for the Human Resources Administration.

To deal with the business community, Bloomberg and Doctoroff worked to bolster confidence by hiring from the business world. Among the first was Andrew Alper, who had been chief operating officer of investment banking at Goldman Sachs. Alper would encourage investment through the city’s Economic Development Corporation and would help guide the city into better times.28

At every level, Bloomberg aimed at the top of the list, and this high-powered crew was Bloomberg’s step one. When the press or public asked what the mayor was doing in his first hundred days, the answer was that he was hiring the best team he could find. Yes, but what is he actually doing? they would ask. The answer would come again—the mayor was hiring the best team he could find. In virtually every case, the new hires told the same story. With the final handshake, Bloomberg would welcome the new team member. Then he would say, usually in a whisper, “Don’t fuck it up.”29


10

A BILLIONAIRE’S CITY HALL

“Happiness can never buy money.”

—A favorite Bloomberg joke

Michael Bloomberg would always be the first billionaire mayor of New York City. His campaign ads stressed that he came from a working-class family—no family money, no trusts to help start out—but by 2001 Bloomberg himself could not pretend to be a regular nine-to-five kind of guy. Sure, he rode the subways—the express trains on Manhattan’s East Side that regulars claimed suddenly looked a lot cleaner during his time as mayor. Like many self-made moguls, he enjoyed being recognized for his net worth, and the rich man kept slipping out of his prepared texts. He admitted repeatedly that he liked wealthy people and wanted more of them in his city. “I am what I am,” he would say—his Popeye defense, his staff called it when somebody thought he was showing off about his money. Or he would sometimes joke, sort of, that “happiness can never buy money.”1 Such comments would get him in trouble when he couldn’t resist reminding people that he wasn’t just another politician; he was Michael Bloomberg, one of the richest men in the world.

The transition to public official number one in New York City was never going to be easy for a man cosseted in the private citadels of the rich and immune from meddling stockholders at his very private company. He was constantly annoyed at a press corps nosily trying to find out where he was on weekends. The New York Post, at one point, ran a front page with his face on a mock milk carton.2 And when it was obvious that he was playing golf in Bermuda, the Post began calling him “Bermuda Bloomy.” The mayor was said to be “furious” when journalists including those at the New York Times revealed details of his lavish weekends with fifteen hours of golf, dinners with friends, and his planes ever ready to whisk him back from his Bermuda mansion to the city in a little more than two hours.3

The billionaire also wanted to keep a lot of his personal and company details private, to reveal only what was absolutely necessary to city officials and the media. Bloomberg’s first public report of his finances had come during the 2001 campaign, and the Times complained, in what was certainly a Timesian understatement, that the billionaire candidate was “frugal with the details.”4 The document, which the candidate’s aides called a “reconstructed tax return,” said that Bloomberg had paid 39.56 percent of his income in taxes, which amounted to payments of more than $500,000. How much more? Not telling.

There were a few bare details.5 Bloomberg had established trusts for his sister, Marjorie Tiven, and a former girlfriend, Mary Jane Salk, and there was a loan to his ex-wife, Susan Brown Bloomberg. There was a list of boards that counted him as a member (the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the Jewish Museum, Lincoln Center, the Old Vic, the Big Apple Circus, Johns Hopkins, and fourteen others).

He had invested $10 million6 in a film called Focus, based on an Arthur Miller story about a nebbish of a man who, in 1944, begins to learn about anti-Semitism firsthand when his new glasses seem to make him look Jewish. Released in 2001, Focus struck too many reviewers as preachy and heavy-handed, and it made almost no money, even with Bloomberg’s help and Miller’s name.

Journalists, who had to take notes and were not allowed to copy the documents, complained that Bloomberg’s first release of financial details was so limited that there were only four precise figures in his thick, official-looking folders. Those were about his philanthropy, which went from $26,592,284 in 1997 to $33,693,286 in 1998 to $46,969,972 in 1999 and then more than doubling to $100,451,454 in 2000 shortly before he actually announced he wanted to be mayor.7

As he prepared to take office, he listed five homes, each worth more (a lot more) than the city’s highest category of $500,000 and up. There were two estates in Westchester, outside the city (Armonk and North Salem); a sprawling penthouse apartment in Vail, Colorado; his beaux arts mansion in New York City, where he would live instead of staying in the mayor’s home, Gracie Mansion; and a massive “cottage” in Bermuda.8 (By the time he left office, he would own twelve homes, including in London, Westchester County, Southampton, Long Island, Wellington, Florida, Bermuda and, of course, his ever-expanding town house in one of the deluxe neighborhoods of New York City.)

Once he was in office, the city had rules designed to make certain there were no conflicts of interest. There were rules about what he could own and rules about whether he could pay bonuses to his favorite employees. And even though he had technically resigned from his positions at Bloomberg LP, there were new rules about how much he could get involved with his company. To negotiate these complicated matters, Bloomberg encountered New York City’s admittedly timid Conflicts of Interest Board, which had never dealt with a politician whose financial network was as large and diverse as Mike Bloomberg’s. It took a full eight months before the board and the new mayor could finally come to terms over what he could own and how involved he could be in his company.9

As Bloomberg was giving the shreds of information to the conflicts board in 2002, Forbes ranked his wealth at a hefty $4.8 billion from his successful data/news/research business. It was a good reason why he took only $1 a year as salary from the city’s taxpayers.

The city’s conflicts of interest agreement opened the door ever so slightly into Bloomberg’s shuttered world. Bloomberg had to sell or donate to charity his vast stock and hedge fund portfolio within ninety days—eighty stocks worth more than $500,000 each and ten more worth over $250,000 each. A group of money managers would invest his money and report to Bloomberg generally about how well they were doing.

Bloomberg could keep his large portfolio of tax-exempt government bonds—fifty-nine of them at this point, each worth more than $500,000 (the largest category of an asset that the city had). Many of these bonds helped fund such local projects as the city’s subway system, the City University of New York, the water finance authority, and other public necessities. The conflicts board decided that they did not want to discourage anybody from owning government bonds, so he was advised not to sell the bonds and even, if necessary, buy more.10

The report revealed that there were Bloomberg Terminals at “virtually every major banking and investment firm” in the city, but the board saw no real conflict there. How could a mayor operate, especially after 9/11, if he could not talk to the business community?

The company was a different story. One important issue for the city and the conflicts board was how this billionaire mayor could continue to own his multibillion-dollar corporate empire. Bloomberg owned 84.55 percent of Bloomberg Inc., which in turn owned 80 percent of Bloomberg LP. Bloomberg’s company owned thirty-four subsidiaries, at least thirty of which used the name Bloomberg in their titles. Other employees from the early days like Thomas Secunda or Duncan MacMillan or Charles Zegar mostly owned a few bits of the company, although it was enough to make them very rich in later years. Merrill Lynch still owned 20 percent of the Bloomberg bonanza (until Bloomberg bought that share back for an estimated $4.5 billion during the recession of 2008).11 The mayor vowed to recuse himself from any city matter that involved his old friends at Merrill Lynch.

Bloomberg agreed to resign from all top positions in his company, but he argued that as a major stockholder, he needed a little leeway. The board granted him access to Bloomberg LP in four cases: (1) the possible sale of Bloomberg LP or a significant part of the company; (2) the sale or purchase of “a significant asset”; (3) a major financial commitment, such as a major borrowing; (4) any major change in the company’s employee compensation policy or structure.12 It was not exactly a blind trust, but it was the best the ethics board could do.

Meanwhile, Peter Grauer, an investment banker who got to know Bloomberg when their daughters rode horses together, took over Bloomberg’s company along with Alexius Fenwick, Thomas Secunda, and Matthew Winkler.

Still, Mayor Bloomberg could not make himself scarce at his old company. Employees recalled seeing him stroll through their offices, not often, but often enough. He would hover over a model of his London offices ( a “significant asset” under the ethics agreement, he could argue). It was being built while he was still at city hall, and Mike Bloomberg, the engineer, would take part in virtually every major decision.

The new mayor had a Bloomberg system on his desk, and he used the four-carat Bloomberg email to check in with his old friends in the industry and his trusted allies at the company like Secunda.13

The man in charge, Peter Grauer, said he felt free enough to modernize the business, but for one series of changes, he decided he needed Bloomberg’s okay. One day Grauer took his proposals to Bloomberg at city hall, and the mayor barely looked up. “You do it,” he told Grauer. “It’s your job.” Grauer said that the mayor’s “involvement in what we did over those 12 years was de minimus.”14

That did not mean that Mayor Bloomberg would avoid actions that could affect his company’s bottom line. As he was trying desperately to keep corporations from leaving town after the attacks on the World Trade Center, he canceled a $14 million tax benefit for his own company’s lavish new building on Lexington Avenue. There was no way the mayor’s headquarters would be leaving town, he told colleagues. Bloomberg waived rental fees for terminals being used by the city comptroller and others, and he promised he would not use the city as part of his company’s advertising. His promotions could list the Vatican and much of Wall Street, the London financial district, or virtually everybody concerned with finance in Washington, but not the City of New York.

One item caught the eye of Wayne Barrett, the fearsome investigative reporter at the Village Voice. Because the mayor of New York had some control over the city’s cable matters, Bloomberg had promised not to get involved in any negotiations for Bloomberg Television, which was then in the upper reaches of the dial at channel 104. However, shortly after he hired his former deputy mayor Dan Doctoroff to run his company in 2008, the Yankees channel moved elsewhere and Bloomberg News magically shifted to the far more advantageous channel 30. It was like switching from the top shelf at the grocery store to the average customer’s eye level.

Barrett was outraged. He wrote about how in other cities, Bloomberg TV languished in the “hinterlands,” as he put it: channel 224 in Los Angeles, 252 in San Diego, 246 in Boston. The Bloomberg people insisted it was not about favoritism for the mayor or trickery of any kind; it was simply a question of paying more for a lower slot in the listings.15

There were other more trivial adjustments. The conflicts board also noted that Bloomberg’s 1997 book, Bloomberg by Bloomberg, enjoyed a sudden spurt in sales in 2001. (More than forty thousand were sold by the time he left office.)16 Some copies were undoubtedly bought by the mayor himself, who routinely gave the book to visiting dignitaries, sometimes in their own language after it was translated into Chinese, German, Portuguese, Japanese, Korean, French, and Spanish.17 The city’s Conflicts of Interest Board decided that it was okay for the book’s biographical data to note that he was mayor, but the publisher should not use his city position “to market or promote the book.”18

Bloomberg, who had rigid anti-nepotism rules for his company, nevertheless got the conflicts board to okay the hiring of his daughter, Emma Bloomberg, another employee earning $1 a year. (He added his sister at the same rate to help the city’s relations with the United Nations.) The ethics board decided it was okay because “Although [Emma] will receive an advantage [by working in city hall for the mayor], it will not come at the expense of the City. Rather, she will be conferring on the City the benefit of uncompensated services that you have judged her qualified to render based on her work in your election campaign.”19

The board made plenty of other exceptions for Bloomberg while he was mayor. He could give extra pay to members of his staff like his executive assistants. He argued that he wanted to reward them for their extra time helping him out with his “private logistical and family matters.” The conflicts board chair at the time, Steven B. Rosenfeld, cautioned that the extra pay could not be for any work done as part of the city job, only the extras. The letters from the conflicts board did not list dollar figures, but Bloomberg said he would pay for an additional twenty to thirty hours a week “over and above” the regular city workweek. That meant a sixty to seventy hour workweek or ten-hour days and goodbye weekends.20

In the end, the conflicts board saw so few conflicts for Bloomberg that Barrett wrote in the Village Voice, “If the board was viewed as toothless before Bloomberg’s terms, its advisory opinions [for this mayor] have raised questions about the health of its gums as well.”21

If Bloomberg got off lightly in his dealings with the city’s Conflicts of Interest Board, he held firm to his own ethos about how his money should be spent and how rich people contributed to the city. He had tapped into his own fortune, spending more than $650 million during his time as mayor, and he defended the wealthy during a time when city reformers and, later, protestors would demand more taxes on the city’s rich. “We want rich from around this country to move here. We love the rich people,” he said at one point, thus earning the title Mayor Moneybags. But he was firm about his views on sharing the wealth. “People say, ‘Oh, well, you know if the income were redistributed throughout the system more fairly.’ I don’t know what fair means. You can argue that if you make more money, you deserve more money.”22 Plus, he argued, these rich people “buy things and create jobs for waiters, limo drivers and the like.”

By 2003, Bloomberg, the businessman, had begun to explain more openly how he saw the future of his city. In a speech for business and civic leaders, Bloomberg made it clear he was counting on New York City to lure the best and the most energetic people, no matter how expensive it was to live and do business there. “If New York City is a business, it isn’t Wal-Mart,” he said. “It isn’t trying to be the lowest-priced product in the market. It’s the high-end product, maybe even a luxury product. New York offers tremendous value, but only for those companies able to capitalize on it.”23

So Bloomberg’s New York really was a fur coat and Rolls-Royce kind of town, and Bloomberg wanted the world to crave it the way he once did. He wanted his city to provide something that would be called “magnetic infrastructure,”24 an alluring collection of place and people that would bring in some of the smartest and most sought after talents in the world, a buzzing hyperkinetic society that shared various amounts of space on 302 square miles of highly congested land.

This was the view of Bloomberg, the businessman, the old-style Republican side of a man who believed that the path to a better society came when individuals got a good education, found a job, and worked like a demon to get ahead. There was also a Democratic Bloomberg in there, of course, who believed in civil rights and gay rights and women’s rights, and public health, which he soon argued would include gun control and climate control. But he was a rich man who believed in the power of capitalism to improve people’s lives and who intended to use his own wealth to do his part.

In the twelve years he was mayor, Bloomberg could certainly afford any luxuries denied most public officials because, as the economy recovered, so did his business as run by his appointed managers. They would expand the business and add considerably to its bottom line. In 2000, the company was worth $2.3 billion. By 2014, when Bloomberg returned, his company was worth $9 billion.25 As the company expanded, so did Bloomberg’s own bottom line. Worth about $4 billion when he took office, he had amassed a comfortable $33 billion by the time he was leaving city hall. Put another way, Forbes magazine, which assessed big money, ranked Mike Bloomberg as the eighty-second richest man in the world when he became mayor.26 In the spring of 2013, a few months before he left office, he had become the thirteenth richest man on earth.27
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A Laboratory for Urban Reform

“When you need to talk to me, come by my desk and when I’m off the phone, we’ll talk. When I need to talk to you, I’ll come by your desk and when you’re off the phone, we’ll talk.”

—Bloomberg to Deputy Mayor Robert Steel

There are a lot of moving people and parts in New York, all running at the unnatural speed of the nation’s largest city. As Pete Hamill, one of the great chroniclers of New York, liked to say, New Yorkers always act like they’re double-parked.

In 2002, when Mike Bloomberg arrived at city hall, there were nearly 300,000 employees at 50 major departments serving just over eight million people. New Yorkers spoke an estimated 800 languages,1 mostly English, often in dialects not yet flattened by cable television. There were about 3.6 million workers of all varieties2 and 420,000 welfare recipients and 1.1 million public school students—all living on a little more than 300 square miles in five separate counties. Residents produced more than 11,000 tons of trash every day3 that the city had to pick up and send elsewhere, and they enjoyed nearly 30,000 acres of parkland that almost always needed tending.

There is more, always. New York City is the center of world finance, American media and publishing, a cluster of exceptional museums, prime theaters, sports stadiums, major hospitals, famous universities. Movies are being made on many a photogenic corner and hot new fashion trends migrate from the streets in SoHo or Brooklyn to the runways in the city or even Paris. There is food of any variety in 27,000 restaurants,4 plus cafés, bodegas, and food carts. There are technology start-ups and big-time developers and small-time landlords; there are bus drivers, subway drivers, limo drivers, truck drivers, taxi drivers, and ordinary citizen drivers. There are gyms and undertakers, plumbers and realtors, lawyers and construction workers, to scratch only the surface. And all of them need some kind of license or approval or assistance or comfort or service from their city government.

For a man who hated downtime, this was the perfect job.



On the very first day that Mayor Bloomberg’s newly formed, fix-it squad of administrators arrived at city hall, they were ushered into what had been the old Board of Estimate chamber. Instead of the rows of benches once used for meetings, the big room had been overtaken by a sea of fifty desks and converted into the Bloomberg Bull Pen. For anyone who had been in the building earlier, it was a shock. For those who once enjoyed the sanctity and prestige that came with an office, it was an insult. This was Wall Street’s roisterous workplace imposed on city government. There were fish tanks, a Bloomberg signature addition since the beginning of his company, but if they were supposed to relieve tension, they were a waste of the city’s water supply.

Nobody was a big deal except the guy in the middle. And that guy, Mike Bloomberg, clearly loved it. He sat in the center like a king surrounded by his courtiers. Bloomberg believed such openness encouraged creativity and productivity and a lot less intrigue. He once said of the system at his company, “It may seem like chaos, but every single thing that goes on here is carefully planned. Like an explosion.”5

“The room was a player. You needed to understand the room—that was part of his management style,” said Ester Fuchs, a professor of international and public affairs at Columbia University and a key adviser for Bloomberg in his early years as mayor. You could watch who talked to him, she said. You could see his reaction, frown, smile, or what Fuchs liked to call his “twinkle”—that look that said, yes, this is something that nobody else would dare to try but him.6

Robert Steel, a former banking business executive who joined as deputy mayor in Bloomberg’s last term, asked the mayor how often he liked to meet. Once a week—the weekly staff meetings? Every morning? Bloomberg answered, “When you need to talk to me, come by my desk and when I’m off the phone, we’ll talk. When I need to talk to you, I’ll come by your desk and when you’re off the phone, we’ll talk.”7 Bloomberg had long ago declared a personal war on process—meetings were supposed to be rare and short. He disliked paperwork, extra forms were a scandal. And friends spread the word that he could once be seen at his company dramatically ripping a proposed form into shreds. Just get it done. Go for the results, not the impediments along the way.8

At city hall, it wasn’t quite that simple, of course. There were city rules about process, and meetings that were required. Peter Madonia, Bloomberg’s chief of staff, remembered a time when he needed to discuss a very sensitive union matter and asked to go into one of the few remaining offices. Bloomberg said he preferred to go to a table on a platform above the bull pen where everyone could see them chatting. Bloomberg told him, “You hide in plain sight. You go into an office, everybody wants to know what you’re doing.”9

Bloomberg thrived in the clatter of his open workroom. Not everyone else did. Marc Shaw, the mayor’s chief budget strategist, hated being deprived of a closed private space. An office. He would slide into the nearest conference room or move out into the park in front of city hall to smoke a cheap cigar and talk on his cell phone. Patti Harris, Bloomberg’s most important deputy mayor, would repeatedly try to coax him back inside, but Bloomberg didn’t want to tamper with the budget wizard. Shaw got a pass.10

Some of those in the room learned other ways to manipulate the system. Near the platform where Bloomberg met with important people like Madonia in the open, there was also a bull pen coffee machine. And Bloomberg had decreed that everybody—even the mayor himself—had to fetch their own drinks. When Bloomberg would take some official to the platform, a crafty aide with good hearing might use that opportunity to spend a little extra time getting a cup of coffee.

Timing was a major part of Bloomberg’s equation, and nearly every major project had a real deadline. How real was it? Bloomberg always wanted results sooner, and he shortened virtually every time frame. Perhaps more important, when he announced a plan to the media, he wanted to add the date it would open or start or become real. He often pushed those inside city hall by handing the estimated deadline outside to the Daily News.11 (By his second term, Bloomberg had installed a highly visible countdown clock, which had to be adjusted when he engineered a third term beginning in 2010.)

Unlike most politicians, Bloomberg relished open disagreements—even if they rose to full-throated shouts. Bill Cunningham, who joined the Bloomberg campaign as a political adviser and became the mayor’s first communications director, often said that he was hired because he was not afraid to argue with the man. Once, after the mayor “tore my hide off,” as Cunningham put it, the underling fought back, and as the two sparred openly, the bull pen grew quiet. The room waited. Would Cunningham be fired? Demoted? Hardly. Only a few minutes later, Bloomberg and Cunningham were getting cups of coffee at the end of the room and sharing a few laughs. A dirty joke, Cunningham remembered.12 The swing from angry to okay in a few short minutes was a reminder that Bloomberg didn’t encourage prissy debates. He wanted the few disagreements to ignite, explode, and then dissipate quickly—inside the bull pen, of course.

Bloomberg pushed his hires to be inventive, to think about new ways of solving the same old problems. If X didn’t work, make a case to try Y. Or Z, even. For the big projects, he wanted to see the data about what was needed before he would approve the proposal to fix it. And in many cases, he wanted data to show whether it worked. Or didn’t. His enthusiasm for new ideas meant city workers came up with plenty of suggestions big and small, serious and even provocative. In one case, officials trying to come up with new ways to remind pedestrians to look both ways before crossing the street suggested a sign at busy street corners that read “Wearing Clean Underwear?” Alas, that one never went public.

“Nobody tried more different things, brought more new policy, created more opportunities,” said Joel Klein, who was Bloomberg’s first schools chancellor. In his view, Mike Bloomberg wanted to make New York City “the laboratory for urban reform.”13



While Bloomberg’s new army wrestled with the giant centipede of city government that touched and sometimes meddled in virtually every aspect of urban life, Bloomberg would soon become a major cheerleader for his city and the power of cities in general. At his inaugural address in 2001, he had beseeched corporate leaders to stay in the city, especially after the 9/11 attacks. To stress that point, he would soon declare that “the golden age of the suburb is over.”14 He would even mock those living in the pricey suburbs as workers who did not have the guts and energy to thrive in the big, fast city.

“Even before he was sworn in as mayor, Mike called the CEOs of major companies pledging he would do everything in his power to keep the city safe,” recalled Kathryn Wylde,15 the president of the Partnership for New York City, New York’s premier business group. She expressed the relief of many business leaders in the city when Bloomberg was elected. It was an important message from the businessman mayor, and they made major corporate decisions based on those phone calls. They might never have believed that from a mere politician, but they trusted Bloomberg to have their interests in mind whenever he made city decisions.

Besides all the promises and the showy meetings with any public official or superstar who came through city hall, Bloomberg had a more urgent duty—a necessity before any reforms could even take place. His first city budget was due forty-five days after he took office, and it would draw complaints from all quarters.

The attack on 9/11 had already eroded New York’s economic fortunes,16 and a global recession soon added to the city’s woes. Mayor Giuliani had left Bloomberg with one of the worst deficits in years; the new mayor would scramble to fill a $4.76 billion hole in what would be a $41.4 billion budget.17

His first budget was what he called a “spread-your-pain, no-sacred-cow kind of a solution to our problem.”18 Nearly every department had to cope with a yearly PEG—the dreaded acronym that meant cutting each budget by finding a “program to eliminate the gap.” That first year, the cuts ran to 7.5 percent citywide with some departments facing setbacks as steep as 26 percent. Bloomberg cut social services, even police and education budgets. But it turned out there would be one sacred cow, as a clever Times headline writer noted, and that was the mouse—computers would get extra, even in a downtime. Bloomberg carved out $25 million a year for two years to create his planned 311 information and complaint system. To some, it looked like the mayor who loved numbers had deserted millions of human subjects in favor of a fancy new tech experiment.19

Bloomberg stunned sports fans and especially Giuliani, who saw new sports stadiums as a key to his legacy, when he canceled plans for the city to help build new stadiums for the Yankees and the Mets. He labeled the massive packages of tax write-offs and city support as “corporate welfare.” (In later, fatter years, he would relent and give city support to help build these two stadiums, plus another one in Brooklyn.) More pointedly for some of his old friends on Wall Street, he canceled Giuliani’s elaborate package of enticements offered to help build an expansion of the historic stock exchange in Lower Manhattan.20

Bloomberg also rolled back recycling, saving $40 million21 and stunning the city’s environmentalists. It would be a harsh opening shot for a man who would later become one of the world’s most intense advocates for a greener world. He raised taxes on cigarettes from eight cents to $1.50 a pack, then the highest tax in the nation. A pack of cigarettes that cost about $7.50 in Bloomberg’s first year in office ran to about $13 when he left. The tax not only added revenue so badly needed by the city, it helped bring down smoking rates considerably, an administrative twofer. Sales dropped immediately from 29.2 million packs in July 2001 to 15.6 million packs in July 2002.22, 23

Finally, he resorted to breaking one of his key campaign promises—he borrowed $1.5 billion to pay operating expenses. That tactic is often explained as a government’s version of taking out a mortgage to pay for groceries, and it was one of the key reasons that New York City went into financial decline in the mid-1970s. Bloomberg assured the rating agencies that the city was not going to mortgage its future, and, as promised, his future budgets would essentially pay the money back and patch this hole in his operating accounts.

Most surprising to the public, especially to Republicans who had backed Bloomberg, was his 18.5 percent increase in property taxes starting in 2003—the highest one-time increase in the city’s history.24 Desperate to balance his budget, Bloomberg had already convinced Albany to allow the city to add temporary surcharges on the sales tax and the personal income tax. The clothing tax exemption, beloved by most city residents, was also canceled by the state, thus infuriating almost everybody who bought shoes and items of clothing worth under $100. But the property tax was the only one that the city could essentially levy on its own, and that tax for homeowners clearly had Bloomberg’s name on it.

New Yorkers, of course, thrive on complaints and especially seem to enjoy the sport of mocking their mayor. Mike Bloomberg was an easy target. A rich stiff who wanted to take away their cigarettes and raise their taxes? Bloomberg often recalled parades, especially in Staten Island, when there were “a lot of one-finger waves.”

A New York Times poll in 2003 registered those complaints—with 74 percent of those polled unhappy about the property tax increase. Another poll in 2003 found that 61 percent of New Yorkers would reject an invitation from the mayor to have Thanksgiving dinner.25 Overall, midway through his first term, Bloomberg had an approval rating of 24 percent. It was the lowest rating in the twenty-five years that the Times had been assessing the popularity of New York City mayors.26
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The “Nanny” Mayor

“Just before you die, remember you got three extra years.”

—Bloomberg, on a healthier New York City1

Michael Bloomberg loved doing business over dinner. It was not idle time, those hours taken off to savor food and drink. And the talk was not usually about the food (even at his posh dinners, he served meat loaf or roast beef, barely one step up from the cafeteria specialties of his youth). Meals were a time to devour whatever was happening outside his cloistered world, to seek out experts in his big three interests—business, politics, and philanthropy.

He met and interviewed countless future employees at a favorite Italian eatery in Manhattan. And after he left city hall, Bloomberg’s homes, especially the elegant limestone town house in Manhattan, would become a kind of modern-day salon, post-university seminars where a rotating cast of ten people or so would sit around a large table and debate his chosen subject of the evening.

Still, he would be a guest for one of the most important dinners in his long career—one of many events in the late 1980s for rich trustees at his alma mater, Johns Hopkins. By chance that night, Bloomberg and his then wife, Susan, met Dr. Al Sommer, dean of the university’s School of Hygiene and Public Health, or simply “hygiene,” the students’ dismissive label for the place where doctors promoted such necessities as working toilets. “It was the poor cousin of the university,” Dr. Sommer recalled. “By definition, people who go into public health have no money. They weren’t particularly valued alumni. There were none—zero—on the board of trustees.”2

So when Bloomberg, the richest alumnus of all, suggested, in a light and sociable way, that if Dr. Sommer and his wife ever got to New York, they should all have dinner, Dr. Sommer managed to hold out for two weeks.

Over a meal at a small Manhattan restaurant Sommer made his pitch. “Public health is about preventing disease, and if you prevent a disease, nothing happens,” he remembered saying. “Nobody’s grateful they’re not getting smallpox. They’re grateful if the doctor saves them from a heart attack, and they walk out of the hospital cheating death, at least for the moment.”3

Bloomberg listened intently. He quickly got that public health isn’t about that stent in a heart that gives someone extra time (including, later, even him). It’s about millions of people not getting heart trouble in the first place. The salesman was sold, and he came up with a slogan to market public health, a way to make it sexier than something called hygiene. Imagine saving lives—millions at a time, Bloomberg began telling associates and friends. “When I heard it, I quickly copyrighted it, and it became our official motto,” Dr. Sommer said.4

The Hopkins school soon began to advertise that its mission was “Protecting health, saving lives—millions at a time.” And after Bloomberg gave $350 million (a mere down payment on his later contributions), the name of the school changed in 2001 to the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health.5

Bloomberg had indeed helped Dr. Sommer. But even more important, Dr. Sommer had given Mike Bloomberg a cause that would guide him through the next decades. As a politician and philanthropist, Bloomberg would soon launch his own public health campaigns against smoking, obesity, guns, drug addiction, coal-fired power plants, dirty water, accidental drowning, traffic deaths and, above all, climate change.

Others in his class of billionaires were helping the world’s poor, trying to cure people of basic diseases or eradicate illiteracy. Bill Gates was spending billions to fight AIDS and to win the “mosquito wars” against malaria and to help out poor schools both in America and in developing countries. Warren Buffett was giving more than $3 billion a year to the Gates Foundation to draw down his considerable net worth before he died. Other billionaires were choosing their causes, some of them attached to favorite politicians. But Bloomberg soon recognized that as mayor of New York City he could save even more lives—millions at a time—by changing the way an entire city of eight million–plus people lived. No health issue would be too small or too politically risky—from a ban on smoking in bars and restaurants to a warning about a circumcision rite. He would later say, “My obligation is to protect the citizens . . . The job is not to have high ratings.”6



Shortly after Bloomberg was first elected, his top advisers began hearing about Dr. Thomas Frieden, an infectious disease specialist who was then traveling around India to fight tuberculosis for the World Health Organization. A graduate of Oberlin College (in philosophy and pre-med),7 Frieden received a medical degree and a masters in public health from Columbia University. After a fellowship in infectious diseases at Yale, he became assistant commissioner of health in New York City, where he helped curb a sudden increase in drug-resistant tuberculosis.8 By the time he had joined WHO, Frieden was an international expert on lung diseases, tuberculosis, of course, but also how smokers invited cancer and emphysema. He had already decided that his next big job would be to curb tobacco use in India, in America, maybe even in New York City.

Dr. Sommer, who was by then helping Bloomberg find a commissioner, emailed the forty-one-year-old doctor in India and suggested he should come to New York City to meet the new mayor. As Dr. Frieden sat down for his first encounter with Bloomberg, the mayor-elect suddenly launched into a lecture on the dangers of tobacco.

“I walk in and sit down and for the first ten minutes Mike talks about tobacco,” Frieden recalled.9 “He talks about how it’s like three airliners crashing every day. A terrible problem. Don’t know what we can do about it . . . In a sense I felt he was making a commitment to me to do tobacco, but he didn’t need convincing.” Bloomberg, ever the pitchman, was sealing the deal to have Dr.Tom Frieden as his first health commissioner.

Once in office, Frieden moved quickly to curb tobacco use. “For the last five years, my enemy has been mycobacterium tuberculosis,” he said early on. “Now, it’s tobacco executives.” One of his first meetings with the mayor was about making New York a smoke-free city. When Bloomberg’s political team heard the proposal, they were stunned. Ed Skyler, the top press officer, was horrified. Budget guru Marc Shaw saw trouble, as did Dan Doctoroff, deputy mayor for development.

Peter Madonia, Bloomberg’s chief of staff and a plainspoken man, said that as the mayor cut the city budget, laid off workers, and raised property taxes, he worried that “now you’re going to tell people you can’t smoke in a bar. Like, who the fuck needs this now?”10

But the political team eventually had the data the mayor and Frieden needed. Despite polling that showed nearly 40 percent of New Yorkers thought you should be able to have a cigarette with your drink, Bloomberg’s private polls revealed that 85 percent of those surveyed felt it was unfair to impose that deadly smoke on the bartender with asthma or the waitress just working to feed her family.11 An internal report from Frieden’s office on the prospects for a ban had an elegant couple featured on the cover. The young man was saying, “Mind if I smoke?” with the young woman answering, “Care if I die?”12

Frieden recalled taking his proposal to the mayor in the open office plan—with the Bloomberg team all sitting around their boss and listening warily.

“I did my spiel and he said, ‘Are you certain that this is going to save lives?’ And I said, ‘Yes,’ and he said, ‘Then do it,’ ” Dr. Frieden recalled, and then he hesitated. He wanted to make certain the mayor was ready for battle.

“It’s gonna be really rough. They’re gonna go after you, and it’s gonna be ugly,” he told Bloomberg.

“And he interrupts me. ‘Do you know the first rule of sales?’ ” Frieden shook his head, no. “ ‘Once you make the sale, leave. It happens all the time. A new salesman comes into the company, and he makes a sale. He’s so excited about it he starts talking to the customer and pretty soon the customer’s having second thoughts and they lose the sale.’ ”

Frieden hurriedly backed out of the bullpen and returned to work, his first big pitch to the city’s top salesman a success. In fact, when he talked almost twelve years later about the city’s fight against tobacco, Frieden seemed to bounce in his chair. An energetic man on any occasion, simply recalling this particular battle fired up the old weaponry as he raced through his memories of a favorite campaign. It was easy to see why Bloomberg admired him. He could sell health the way Bloomberg sold terminals.

“It wouldn’t have happened without him,” Frieden said of the mayor, who backed him steadily through the political turmoil the proposed ban created in 2002. Like Dr. Frieden, Bloomberg seemed to enjoy defending his smoking ban even when it was unpopular. A smoker until his early thirties, the mayor often explained how he quit—he simply imagined his worst enemy outliving him.13 Who? He wouldn’t say.

The main opposition came from bar and restaurant owners and their friends in city government. “Giff Miller [then City Council Speaker Gifford Miller] was a pain in the butt [pun apparently intended],” Frieden remembered. “He wouldn’t let it pass, wouldn’t bring [the bill] to the floor.”

Miller demanded separate smoking rooms for restaurants or bars, so with the mayor’s okay, Frieden and others engineered the bill to allow separate smoking rooms, so separate they would be similar to the isolation rooms used for people with infectious diseases like Ebola. The rooms would have to be state-of-the-art, negative air pressure, exhaust fifteen feet away from any window or door, and they would probably cost around half a million dollars each. Oh, and that whole system? It would be approved for only three years.14 The law passed the city council in late 2002 and went into effect on March 30, 2003. (The state would follow four months later.15) Smokers were furious. Some called it Stalinesque. What about the city’s smoke-filled history? The Camel billboard that puffed white smoke in Times Square?16

A few worried politicians came to Bloomberg asking for exemptions from the law. They proposed “smoke-easies”—places where like-minded people could smoke themselves into the hospital. Frieden scoffed, “We don’t allow asbestos-easies. We don’t allow benzene easies.”17 To the chagrin of some of his political aides, Bloomberg sided with Frieden.

At parades, especially on conservative Staten Island, Bloomberg recalled that people booed and threw cigarette butts at him as he passed. Mostly, he said he loved the attention, but at one contentious city council hearing, Bloomberg had eventually snapped at a crowd of rough-looking tavern keepers clearly gathered by the tobacco lobby.18

“Does your desire to smoke anywhere, at any time, trump the right of others to breathe clean air in the workplace?” he seethed. “The need to breathe clean air is more important than the license to pollute it.”19

At the Old Town Bar in Manhattan, a favorite hangout of Bloomberg’s political team, one of the owners, Gerard Meagher, groused to his customers from city hall about the smoking ban—yet another intrusion into his business, and by a Republican, no less.

The bar is often used as a movie set since little has changed since it opened in 1892. The original “tin” ceiling of embossed steel was painted a light blue in the 1950s, but by 2002 it had become a thick, dull brown, a vivid reminder of what undoubtedly happened to the lungs of regular patrons and workers. More important for the business, the bar was often as full after the smoking ban as before, and Meagher said that it helped profits and turnover at the tables because diners didn’t linger too long after they ate.20

Ten years after the ban, Mayor Bloomberg came back to the Old Town in 2013 to celebrate how exiling smokers to the sidewalks had been good for business in his city. He boasted that six thousand bars and restaurants opened after the anti-smoking law went into effect. And many, like the Old Town, had prospered.21



A smoking ban was only one of Frieden’s controversial plans to improve the health of New Yorkers. Soon, the commissioner outlawed trans fat, those industrially engineered fats used in margarine and other 1950s-style foodstuffs that turned out to be more dangerous than lard to human arteries.22 Bloomberg supported the ban, which affected most restaurants, and he agreed with Frieden that it was time for restaurants to post calorie counts. He even sanctioned Frieden’s promotion of condom use, the “Get Some” campaign that was announced on Valentine’s Day 2007, Bloomberg’s sixty-fifth23 birthday. (The city eventually gave out three million a month24 to reduce pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases.)25 When he announced the new condoms, the commissioner apparently couldn’t restrain himself. “We are now unveiling, unfurling, unrolling, if you will,” the city’s new prophylactics, he said. In his office, Frieden kept a bowl of the official NYC Condoms (fashionably black, of course).

Bloomberg’s conservative supporters feared promoting condoms meant promoting, well, you know, free sex. He heard from some in the same group again when his administration required more sex education in schools, allowed school nurses to provide birth control, and gave teenagers access to the morning-after pill (labeled “Plan B” by insiders at city hall). Bloomberg saw the numbers and left his health commissioner alone.

After trans fats, salt became another of Dr. Frieden’s prime targets. He wanted salt content in restaurants and processed foods to be lowered by a full 25 percent by 2013.26 If Bloomberg enjoyed controversy, this one hit home. The mayor loved salt. He put salt on pizza. Extra salt on popcorn. He sprinkled it on chips, and Dr. Frieden swore he once saw him shake a little extra salt on a piece of bacon. This would be an uncomfortable test for the public health mayor. (At the time, reducing salt was beginning to encounter resistance from a few scientists, and one writer in Scientific American would soon conclude that “The zealous drive by politicians to limit our salt intake has little basis in science.”27)

When Frieden called together CEOs of some of the biggest food companies for a “salt summit” to talk about lowering the amount of sodium in their foods in 2008, Bloomberg opened the meeting by immediately straying off script. He was supposed to confess that he liked a little extra salt, but too much was not healthy. Instead, Bloomberg began by explaining how much he loved those salty little squares called Cheez-its. He would be happy if he could mash up Cheez-its and sprinkle them on a pizza, he said.28 The Cheez-it producers (representatives from the Kellogg Company) applauded, even though only a handful of Cheez-its provides more than 10 percent of a day’s recommended sodium.

The company executives were polite about Dr. Frieden’s request, but in the end, they mostly pretended to help.29

After much effort, a group of sixteen big food producers—Starbucks, Mars, Au Bon Pain, Heinz, and others announced they would participate in the effort to cut salt in restaurant and packaged goods by 25 percent by 2015. Bloomberg declared the goal achieved by the time he left office. But by a year later, one report estimated salt content reduction by major companies was “modest” at about 7 percent.30



At each point in the mayor’s health campaigns, his political protectors tried unsuccessfully to steer him away from the most ambitious and controversial plans of his health commissioners, and they worked in vain to shield him from those who would soon mock him as the Nanny Mayor. Maybe the Frieden health agenda would save lives, yes. But they worried about saving Bloomberg’s political future.

Bloomberg dismissed such worries. If you have a high approval rating, you’re not doing enough of the hard stuff. Or, as he would sometimes put it, if you’re not falling on your skis, you’re staying too long on the baby slopes. One day in the bull pen, he was urging his commissioners to think big thoughts, even if his approval rating tanked. “Okay, it’s time to be controversial,” he said loudly.

Across the room, the deep voice of Ed Skyler rang out, “We’re counting on you, Tom,” as Frieden and Bloomberg smiled in unison.31



In Bloomberg’s final years at city hall, Frieden left to be director of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention in Atlanta and Dr. Thomas Farley took his place. Farley, who had been an epidemic intelligence officer at the CDC and Frieden’s second-in-command in the city, worked hard to battle obesity, a worthy mission that nevertheless caused Bloomberg the most national grief about his health campaigns. In what became known as the Big Gulp issue, Farley wanted to limit the sales of soft drinks to sixteen ounces each. As Farley remembered, he told Bloomberg about the idea and said, “This will be controversial.” Bloomberg simply laughed and said, “Oh, you figured that out?”32, 33

Bloomberg and Farley failed to sell the idea that it was not really a ban on big soda. You could always buy two sixteen-ounce drinks, they said, probably for the same price as one thirty-two-ounce Big Gulp. The idea was that buying two drinks might make people think twice about buying that second vat of liquid sugar. But it quickly became a match of the titans—Mayor Bloomberg versus Coke, Pepsi, their political surrogates, and even the late-night comics.

The jumbo soft drink debate moved into national politics with former Republican vice presidential nominee Sarah Palin drinking what was supposed to be a bucket-size soft drink during a 2013 speech to cheering conservatives. “Oh, Bloomberg’s not around,” she cooed. “Our Big Gulp’s safe.”34

Mississippi35 and North Carolina quickly enacted “anti-Bloomberg” laws to ward off limits on food, drink, or diet. North Carolina’s law was especially sweeping. It was called the Commonsense Consumption Act,36 and it prohibited local governments (i.e., cities) from limiting the size of soft drinks for sale. It also made certain that food manufacturers, advertisers, sellers—the whole make-’em-fat industry—could not be sued for someone’s obesity and the costly health problems that went along with it.

After Mississippi had passed its version, Bloomberg scoffed, “You gotta love it. In the state with the highest rate of obesity, they pass a law that says you can’t do anything about it.” At the time, 34.9 percent of adults in Mississippi were overweight or obese, compared to 24.5 percent in New York State.37

The soft drink industry’s billboards showed people who looked like they could run a marathon while protesting that Bloomberg’s bureaucrats might be keeping them from a big 513-calorie38 drink. They hammered their opposition on the sides of trucks delivering drinks and even on banners attached to airplanes over Coney Island.39 At one point, executives from Coca-Cola offered an alternative plan that would involve more diet sodas and smaller sizes, but no shift on the big ones. When Bloomberg sat down with the executives and listened to their pitch, it was the only time Dr. Farley could recall seeing the mayor uncomfortable.40 This was the businessman Bloomberg warring with Bloomberg, the public health advocate.

In New York, the limits on big sodas won in city hall but lost in the courts. The high-priced lawyers from the soft drink industry argued that Bloomberg’s Department of Health had exceeded its authority and strayed into lawmaking. The 2014 majority ruling of 4–2 by the New York State Court of Appeals was written by a judge appointed by Republican governor George Pataki, and it was a major loss for the city’s health department and Bloomberg’s health activists. The dissent written by another Pataki appointee, Judge Susan P. Read, was just as passionate. She wrote, “The majority misapprehends, mischaracterizes and thereby curtails the powers of the New York City Board of Health to address the public health threats of the 21st century.”41 She spoke to a new form of public health that had moved from only fighting diseases like typhoid and TB to battling the way human choices contributed to obesity, heart disease, and cancer.42

After the public fuss subsided, Bloomberg would tell people that he had actually won the soda war. All that bad publicity for him was also bad publicity for Coke and Pepsi. The news media might call him the Nanny Mayor, but some analysts on television had also displayed a pile of nine sugar cubes like that found in a seven-ounce cup of soda and a giant pyramid of eighty-seven sugar cubes in a sixty-four-ounce drink of soda (which supposedly was sold to quench the thirst of an entire family). Soon the sales of soda, and even diet soda, were declining steadily and water seemed to be the favorite drink of weight-conscious Americans.43 And in 2014 Gallup found that more than 60 percent of Americans now said they were avoiding soda in their diets.44, 45



In the final Bloomberg years as mayor, Farley worked hard to help the mayor take Frieden’s missions to the next level. City parks and beaches became smoke-free, and shortly before he left office, Bloomberg signed a law raising the age for anyone to buy cigarettes from eighteen to twenty-one.46 Farley introduced letter grades for restaurants, which some restaurateurs groused about as ridiculous. Tomatoes, for example, had to be cold—a terrible idea, salad lovers would protest—and fines were sometimes exorbitant—one private school got a $900 ticket for having fruit flies.47 Soon most restaurants got A’s, however, either by conforming to more rigorous rules against vermin or unwashed vegetables or by appealing to city officials about overzealous ticketing. Bloomberg declared success when salmonella infections in the city dropped 14 percent after the first year of giving out A, B, Cs and listing the unappetizing reasons for those grades publicly on the health department’s website.

At one point Farley went too far even for the mayor when he appeared to be angling for curtailing pub hours like in the old days in Britain. That didn’t fly. Instead, Farley came up with the “Two Drinks Ago” campaign to fight binge drinking. “Alcohol takes a devastating toll on our health and well being,” Farley’s statement began. “New Yorkers are surrounded by ads selling alcohol, and the messages are enticing. Beer, wine and liquor may look like passports to sophistication and romance. But even two extra drinks can turn a good time into a disaster . . .”48

The anti-drinking ads on the subway showed a man with a big gash on his forehead and a woman slumped dangerously on what looked like subway steps. “Two Drinks Ago you could still get yourself home,” the ad warned. The mayor, who enjoyed wine at his Italian restaurant, or the politicos, who relished a few beers at the corner pub, worried that this taking on alcohol was not in their best interest, politically or personally.

Even more controversial was an effort encouraged by both Drs. Frieden and Farley to warn Hasidic families about a medieval circumcision ritual. Bloomberg’s health commission began requiring parents to consent before baby boys were circumcised during a ritual called metzitzah b’peh. The mohel, the person who performs the rite, uses his mouth to suck blood away from the child’s penis after the foreskin is cut away. Bloomberg, the secular Jewish mayor, warned that children had died or gone blind because of this unsanitary procedure.

Members of the huge Hasidic community in Brooklyn were outraged. But Bloomberg again seemed to thrive on the controversy.

“I think it’s fair to say that nobody else would take that on. I mean, come on!” he told one journalist. “Who wants to have 10,000 guys in black hats outside your office, screaming?”

Bloomberg added, “But there is a reasonable chance that this is dangerous to kids’ health. There have been some kids who we believe die or have brain damage from the practice.”49

In the Jewish community, many heard only one thing—the ten thousand guys in black hats. “For the mayor to identify an entire religious group by the clothes they proudly wear is the basest of insults,” said one Orthodox Jewish official, City Councilman David Greenfield. “It is even more offensive coming from a secular Jewish mayor.”50



In his twelve years, Bloomberg easily earned the title as New York’s premier public health mayor. The percentage of adults who smoked in the city went down by an astonishing 35 percent while he was mayor.51 The rates ticked up slightly when women began smoking more—television’s Sex and the City effect, as health officials like Dr. Frieden called it. Then too many men resumed the habit for the Mad Men effect. Still, rates continued to go down in the next few years as smokers were banished to the sidewalks, where they often looked embarrassed that they were unable to resist their dangerous habit even as users moved to electronic cigarettes. Sophisticated and romantic, it was not.

The campaign against Coke and Pepsi may have lost in the courts, but the ads on the subway (which Bloomberg’s successor kept on the Health Department website) were intentionally repulsive. One famously showed nauseating blobs of fat pouring out of a soda bottle. People suffering through their daily commute often turned away, but the image was hard to forget.

Bloomberg also worked to make the city’s air and water cleaner—his administration began phasing out the dirtiest heating oils (number 4 and 6 grades),52 and the black smoke from buildings began to thin out, then virtually disappear. Bloomberg, the ex-engineer, got the city to commit $4.7 billion to complete a key part of a new water tunnel that was authorized nearly sixty years earlier to supplement Manhattan’s aging underground network. “It’s not sexy,” the mayor admitted when he turned the ceremonial wheel to open the massive water pipes in 2013. “And nobody says thank you.”53

Altogether there were more than one hundred health initiatives in the Bloomberg era—from more bike lanes and smoke-free zones and no trans fats and dozens of Green Carts bringing fresh produce to communities where it was hard to find even a fresh apple. Scientific American magazine asked whether all the Bloomberg programs made New Yorkers healthier. Their conclusion, “Yes, but it’s complicated.”54 For all the good in Bloomberg’s legacy, the rates of obesity and diabetes overall got worse during his twelve years in office. Still, that left such a wide array of improvements that even Bloomberg’s highly critical successor, Bill de Blasio, was forced to mumble a little praise occasionally for the Bloomberg health agenda.

When the city’s life expectancy increased three years, compared to a national average of 1.7 years, Bloomberg boasted, “If you want to live longer and healthier than the average American, then come to New York City.”55 More pointedly, as he promised New Yorkers complaining about his various restrictions on some of their favorite vices, “Just before you die, remember you got three extra years.”
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THE GEEK SQUAD

“This isn’t just some stuff. This is the stuff that makes a difference, day in and day out.”

—Bloomberg, on plans to make New York a digital city, 2011

One bright October morning in 2005, the city’s telephone operators suddenly began receiving bizarre calls to Mayor Bloomberg’s 311 citizens’ complaint line. Manhattan residents reported that the air outside didn’t smell right. Instead of the normal odors of the big city, their neighborhoods smelled sweet, kind of like maple syrup. Veterans of 9/11 worried—weren’t there some poison gases that smell like ripened fruit? Could this be some devious terrorist’s cover for a deadly cloud? When it happened again a few days later, city officials assured the public that the odor was not dangerous. One sniffer scoffed that this had been a case of crazy Manhattan overreacting to the “Aunt Jemima wing of al Qaeda.”1

Still, city officials wanted to know where the smell came from, just in case it was a prelude to something more dangerous. The city’s experts on dangerous gas plumes (or radioactivity) helped out, as they mapped the locations of the 311 callers. They charted the winds for those days. They cross-checked and analyzed the data. And finally, the city confirmed what many New Yorkers had suspected all along—the smell was coming from New Jersey. The culprit was a “flavor enhancement” used by a “natural flavor” factory to turn a form of fenugreek into mock maple syrup. The odor had wafted innocently over the Hudson River to Manhattan.2

Bloomberg loved it. He loved the way his 311 line and the city’s data nerds could figure out what was going on. “Given the evidence, I think it’s safe to say that the Great Maple Syrup Mystery has finally been solved,” he crowed, offering praise for his “smelling sleuths.”

In far more important ways than tracking aromas from New Jersey, Mike Bloomberg would use the skills that made him a billionaire to help operate the big city. He wanted to be the data mayor. He wanted New York City to work as well as one of his machines. Outside city hall, this meant encouraging the new technology business to create “Silicon Alley,” as DoubleClick, a company later bought by Google, tried to rename the Flatiron area of Manhattan. Soon, a cluster of tech start-ups would set up shop in the old manufacturing section of Brooklyn, and eventually Bloomberg would create a new graduate school, Cornell Tech on Roosevelt Island, to provide technological expertise for commercial, government, or nonprofit sectors in the city. But it was inside city hall where Bloomberg first began to use data to change the culture of his government.

If you came to him with a proposal, he wanted the numbers. He pounced on any weak details. He spotted holes in the worksheets. He redrew graphs—a graph should tell a story, he would say. He wanted new ideas and reforms to start immediately without baking in years of planning. And he wanted long-range, data-rich proposals for keeping the city on top in the future.

For the nation’s largest city with its vast retro infrastructure, this was a massive undertaking, and Bloomberg and his army would succeed in important ways and bog down in others. Creating the 311 phone system was a triumph, yet he would struggle with modernizing the 911 telephone system that had become a giant tangle of warring interests among emergency responders, especially police and firefighters. (What other New York politician would dare even try to make police and firefighters work better together, even for emergencies?) He would inherit and fail for years to recognize a major data scandal involving contractors building a new digital payroll system called CityTime for the entire city workforce. But overall, his aim was to make New York the “top-ranked digital city,” and it would take years and billions of taxpayer dollars for Bloomberg and his people to drag much of the city government’s technology into the twenty-first century.

When Bloomberg moved into city hall, aides groused that some computers could have been on display in the Smithsonian. Department systems could not talk to one another or get their latest information fast enough to an impatient public. A few experts warned the new mayor about the city’s technical gaps. Bruce Bernstein, then president of the New York Software Industry Association, a trade group supporting information technologies, described the nest of networks as “one of the most complex information systems in the world.” Also one of the oldest for an advanced city’s not-so-advanced government.3

Pre-Bloomberg, there had been a few attempts to modernize the technology. The city, like most of the rest of the computerized world, nervously tried to prepare for the year 2000 when computers failed to go berserk as predicted in the Y2K frenzy. But as Bloomberg was dutifully touring agencies early in his first term, he was shocked to find that many in the outer boroughs didn’t have email. That was also true, he soon learned, even for some in city hall.4 And some systems were working so erratically that many of Bloomberg’s new hires began using their own laptops to do their jobs. (Bloomberg, of course, had his own terminals set up at his central bull pen desk. And he kept his private email from his perch at Bloomberg LP throughout his twelve years as a public official.)

The Department of Information Technology and Telecommunications, which oversaw much of the city’s computer world, barely functioned by Bloomberg standards. Insiders called it DoITT (Do-it), which some Bloomberg staffers quickly renamed “Don’t do it.” Bloomberg energized a dispirited DoITT; he became the “hammer,” as one insider recalled,5 and DoITT was no longer a sleepy outpost in the vast city bureaucracy. Gino Menchini, who was commissioner for DoITT during Bloomberg’s first term, recalled how his agency went from a backwater, scrambling for funds, to a prime mission. “My biggest challenge was not selling technology but keeping up with Mike’s expectations,” Menchini said. “He represented a game changer in that respect.”6



Bloomberg had 311 near the top of his to-do list, and he repeatedly promised New Yorkers that they would have two numbers to reach their government—911 for emergencies and 311 for everything else.7 Idea maven Ester Fuchs of Columbia University remembered early in his first campaign when Bloomberg asked how a New Yorker would call or email or get in touch with their city. How did they know where to complain if the garbage wasn’t picked up or the noise level had become unbearable? An aide handed Bloomberg a regular telephone book with a government section that included the city. You had to call one of those numbers and hope you would not be transferred, “ping-ponged” back and forth, or put on hold. Forever. “He was completely horrified,” Fuchs recalled.8

The city still had at least forty separate call centers, an assortment of hotlines and customer help numbers, not to mention those eleven pages dedicated to the city government in the public phone book. Savvy New Yorkers forked over $20 for a small, green directory that had numbers and often names of every deputy and sub-deputy. The ordinary citizen was stuck waiting on hold.

Bloomberg dove right into this mess. His first budget, which cut funds to virtually every department including police, added funds for the city’s technology. In his first State of the City speech in January 2002, he promised what most people thought was impossible—a “citizens’ service center” that would allow people to reach the city by calling three digits—311. This was the toll-free number that the federal government had long ago reserved for nonemergency community services, and some cities like Chicago, population nearly 3 million, and Baltimore, with 640,000 people, had already started 311 service. But an easy, efficient way for 8 million New Yorkers to complain was widely considered little more than this amateur politician’s fantasy.

Menchini, the city’s chief information officer, remembered helping Bloomberg write the section of his budget speech about 311. But when the mayor gave it, he added a zinger. He said it would be up and running in a year. “I knew that was not in the prepared text,” Menchini said, remembering how his colleagues started kicking the back of his chair. A year, huh? They laughed. Normally government takes a year to study the problem. At least. But that was a “Mike Bloombergism” and a key ingredient to his success—an extremely tight time frame. That meant everybody had to scramble, extra effort, extra hours. Menchini’s DoITT went into hyperdrive, and the 311 system opened successfully in fourteen months.

To achieve a working 311 quickly took an astonishing level of organization—some of it by the mayor’s own daughter, Emma Bloomberg. She faced early resistance—“DOT is stalling move,” Emma wrote about the Department of Transportation on one committee report in December 2002.9, 10 Everybody seemed to have a reason for delay—the default position in government that Mike Bloomberg often saw as failure.

Workers answering phones in some offices didn’t want to change jobs, especially if their salary and benefits might freeze as a result. Turf battles surfaced, but the mayor of New York City has a lot of power, and Bloomberg had no trouble using it. He wanted this system now, he kept reminding his people. In the first year. No excuses.

As city officials scrambled to find ways to make it work, staff members toyed with marketing strategies, some of them apparently keyed to Bloomberg’s peppery sense of humor. Suggestions for slogans included “All help and no attitude.” One inside favorite for an operator’s opening question to a New Yorker was “So, what’s your problem?” (Vetoed, of course.)

The staff also looked at sixty different ways to name this new service. They ranged from “Call Liberty” to “EZ-Apple” to “This is NYC.” Eventually it became known simply as 311, the city number for “everything but emergencies.”11 One important feature borrowed from other cities like Chicago was that a real human being would answer, even if that meant a slight delay.

Officially, 311 started operating on March 9, 2003. A new way to complain? New Yorkers caught on quickly. They could ask questions or, more frequently, grouse to an actual person paid to listen—about noise or garbage or even how new surveillance cameras were screwing up their television reception. More often, calls would be worth the city’s time, like school closings or storm warnings or the one from a veteran from Oklahoma who had worked at Ground Zero and wanted to come back and plant a seedling somewhere in the city.

The mayor himself was one of the first callers, and after he carefully punched 311, an operator asked for his name. “Mike Bloomberg,” the mayor replied, prompting the operator to ask how to spell that. “B-L-O-O,” the mayor began as his aides burst out laughing. The mayor grinned and declared success. A live operator had answered and made sure his name was spelled right.12

A common complaint was noise—almost a thousand calls a day about booming construction sites or blaring music or whining air conditioners. The noise numbers were so strong that Bloomberg decided it was time to have a new law about the growing racket in his city, even a limit on the amount of time your dog could bark—five minutes at night, ten minutes in the day. “Most complaints about noise are not frivolous,” Bloomberg said, citing the data from 311. He didn’t want to stop construction or close down the local bar, he insisted, he just wanted to “turn down the volume,”13 even for the Mister Softee ice cream trucks. This brought a new clamor—from parents of toddlers. So Bloomberg compromised. The jingle was allowed to jangle nerves while the truck was rolling through the streets. Once the truck stopped, the music was supposed to stop.14

What surprised Bloomberg and many of those computer-savvy aides around him was that there was plenty of raw data buried in the city’s many departments. The problem was that too often nobody seemed to know how to use it. This, of course, was Bloomberg territory. He used 311 as an investigative and management tool. At morning meetings, he would carefully examine the weekly 311 reports, including the city’s responses. If the garbage teams took too long in Staten Island and residents kept calling, Bloomberg noticed.

“He could see in those numbers whether any agency was performing,” said Bill Cunningham, Bloomberg’s press spokesman in his earlier days as mayor. “He called 311 himself a lot, even from his car—there are homeless people here, trash still there, and he would get his ticket and then follow up about it.”15



There were plenty of examples of how Bloomberg demanded data to run his city, but Michael Flowers became one of his rock stars. A former prosecutor in the Manhattan district attorney’s office, Flowers was originally hired to analyze why mortgage-backed securities had caused the meltdown during the Great Recession. He outgrew that job swiftly. Soon Bloomberg asked Flowers to become head of the Mayor’s Office of Data Analytics, also known as the Mayor’s Geek Squad.

Flowers surprised city insiders by going directly to Craigslist to find a group of mostly new college graduates he would soon call “the kids.” They were techies, of course, and some had economics degrees. Flowers also looked for a creative side—one was a former music major. Another was a huge fantasy baseball expert.16 The key prerequisite for the job—never think first about what was impossible. There were plenty of people in government to do that.

Flowers instructed the kids to soak up data and analyze it, but also to listen to the frontline experts and try to be humble about it. The inspectors in the field could smell a problem long before it reached the official complaint stage, and Flowers wanted to balance those gut instincts with hard data.17

When the Geek Squad began collecting and cross-pollinating the city’s data, some of their work quickly became city legend. The fight against FOG—or, fats, oils, and grease in the sewers—was a constant urban battle. The “fatbergs,” as giant globs of fat were sometimes called, caused more than half of the backups in city sewers.18 So when the city’s Department of Environmental Protection couldn’t identify culprits pouring grease directly into the drains, they called in the Geeks. Instead of inspectors going door-to-door—or back door–to–back door—in hopes of catching somebody in the act, Flowers and Co. found data from the Business Integrity Commission. The small agency created in 2001 to investigate and control the criminal influences in the garbage and waste-hauling business19 had been collecting a lot of formerly unnoticed details about which restaurants paid for private trucks to haul away their grease. Then the Flowers crew matched that data of those that didn’t pay for the haulers with the city drains most often choked with FOG. They handed inspectors a list of potential dumpers, many of whom were quickly caught and ticketed for clogging the city’s sewers.20

Bloomberg’s Geeks also worked to discover the residential buildings that had been subdivided into firetraps, the “illegal conversions” hidden in homes and apartment buildings around the city. Finding these nests of renters and their unscrupulous landlords was far from easy. The buildings, tax, and housing preservation departments all used different ways to identify the same building. The police used its own mapping system. The fire department often identified a structure by its proximity to the nearest fire “call boxes.”

The Flowers team started with a ton of building data—the thousands of registered properties in the city. They added complaints or comments from nineteen other agencies plus crime rates and the number of ambulance visits to specific sites. They followed inspectors around, and when one took a quick glance at a building and said no problems there, the Flowers team members asked why. When the inspector explained that the brickwork was new, he said it was an indication somebody was taking care of the building. Flowers found another knot of data—the agency that gave out permits to do brickwork. That went into the mix. The conclusions of the Geek Squad shocked even the old pros. When inspectors used the lists, they found violations severe enough to vacate a building rose by about 70 percent.21

The Flowers model sounded like a game plan taken straight from Bloomberg’s desk. “They took massive quantities of data that had been lying around for years, largely unused after it was collected, and harnessed it in a novel way to extract real value,”22 concluded one team of independent data experts who analyzed Bloomberg’s data strategies.



The success of 311 gave Bloomberg confidence to take on a far more difficult task—modernizing and streamlining the emergency call system at 911. Early on, Bloomberg’s team analyzed the patchwork and sometimes rickety 911 system that averaged eleven million calls a year and found that it “was the worst example of outdated technology” in the city.23 It badly needed an update, but city experts warned the mayor that 911 would be far more difficult than 311. Getting the police, firefighters, and emergency workers and their unions to work together was a no-win task for any politician. As one adviser put it during a key meeting with the mayor, the unions would “park dead bodies on your doorstep if they don’t like what’s happening.”24 To Bloomberg, that sounded less like a warning than a challenge.

Before 911, many people had a list of emergency numbers by the phone—police, fire, ambulance, helpful neighbor. Or they simply dialed 0 and gambled that the operator knew what to do. The three-digit code 911 was established nationwide on January 12, 1968, and New York City soon replaced its seven-digit emergency number for calling the police station with 911. The system in New York for police steadily added new services—the fire department and emergency medical units—but the rivalries between these different branches seemed to grow more intense over the years. The police and firefighters in particular were the Sharks and Jets of emergency services, and they refused to share blame when anything went wrong or to cede control when somebody tried to fix the system. Previous mayors had tinkered with the problem or pretended the system was better than it was.

As a result, Bloomberg inherited a jerry-built 911 system that could barely cope with a real emergency. The police had been using a modified airline reservation created in 1969. The dispatching system was so creaky and unpredictable that it had to be shut down one hour every other week for maintenance. On occasion, dispatchers resorted to paper and pencil.25

The test that Bloomberg needed arrived at 4:10 p.m. on August 14, 2003,26 when the lights across a steaming city began to flicker, then died altogether. Elevators shuddered to a halt. The subway froze and stoplights went dark. It would be the beginning of the Blackout of 2003, the city’s worst loss of power since 1977, when widespread looting and arson and crime levels signaled a low point for an already depressed city.

Bloomberg, who had been in Brooklyn, rushed back to city hall, where the backup generators were roaring.27 He called officials. He called the press. He spoke in what was, by then, a comforting monotone, this time heard only by any New Yorker who had a battery-powered radio: “The first thing that everybody should do is to understand that there is no evidence of any terrorism whatsoever,” he said. Police would be at the big intersections, he said. Subway officials were plucking people out of steamy cars underground. He told people their evening events were probably canceled and that they needed to take it easy trying to get home. “With a lot of luck, later on this evening we will look back on this and say, ‘Where were you when the lights went out?’ But nobody will have gotten hurt.”

Bloomberg and his security detail even walked a few yards away from city hall to the Brooklyn Bridge, to hearten those trudging home in the unrelenting heat. “Walk slowly,” he said as temperatures hovered in the nineties. “Stay cool.” “Walk slowly?” one woman complained. “We’re going to get home around 10!”28

After most of the lights came back on seventeen hours later, Bloomberg ordered an inquiry, and the first details he saw were alarming. There were no clear emergency protocols for city hall officials. Children were stranded in recreation centers as parents without phones sat in traffic without stoplights. At least one major hospital had no Internet to access emergency data. City pools, which might have provided relief, were closed without electricity to circulate the water. The parks department welcomed residents and tried to keep them safe as they slept on the grass or on benches during the steamy night hours.

Most alarming of all, many callers to 911 sat too long on hold. Police reported that 911 received 132,000 calls that day—86,000 more than normal. The fire department, which normally took about 1,200 calls a day, received 6,646 calls and responded to 3,619 incidents. There were fifty-five serious fires, thirty-four of them caused by people resorting to candles.29

Bloomberg ordered a full report on how to improve the city’s response. The task fell to Andrew Alper, then president of the city’s Economic Development Corporation, and Susan Kupferman, director of the Mayor’s Office of Operations. Within three months—a long time in business, a nanosecond in government—they reported that even with no mass trauma and no spike in crime, the 911 system had coped with six times as many serious fires and three times as many medical emergencies. A network of seven different dispatch centers and three dispatch systems “leads to an inefficient on-scene incident command structure.” Some callers had to repeat their information three times in order to get the right kind of help.

Mike Bloomberg and his team vowed to fix it, but their plans for 911 were barely noticed by the city’s press. Bloomberg announced his proposal on October 28, 2003, when there was a huge spray of cameras, a full house of reporters. They came, however, not to read a twenty-four-page report written by bureaucrats. The draw was the mayor’s new Latin Media and Entertainment Commission chair—at the same event, the mayor announced that it was Jenny from the Block, Jennifer Lopez from the Bronx.

Almost nobody asked about 911.

Still, tucked in that document was a plan to iron out the many wrinkles and duplications of a system essentially run by three separate and often competing teams—the police, the firefighters, and the ambulance workers. It would be one of the biggest jobs of the Bloomberg era, and they almost got it done. Almost.

Bloomberg proposed consolidating and integrating all these call-taking services for an estimated cost of $1.3 billion. By 2007, the price tag had risen to $1.5 billion, with additional plans to add a new call center in the Bronx that would cost even more. This would give the city a backup facility if the primary one failed. But as redoing 911 kept getting delayed, the city’s problems with 911 did not.

The Christmas blizzard of 2010 became another rough reminder of lapses in the emergency system. But the real problem that weekend was that nobody seemed to be in charge to declare a snow emergency. The mayor’s plane was spotted in Bermuda for the holiday.30 The deputy in charge, Stephen Goldsmith, was away in Washington, D.C., dealing with his own emergency marital problems. With no warning for private cars to stay off the streets, the ambulances and fire trucks could not get through. Streets in the outer boroughs, in other words, not Manhattan, went unplowed for days, and the mayor was forced to apologize. “We did not do as good a job as we wanted to do, or as the city has a right to expect,” he said, three days after the blizzard. “We’ll figure out what happened this time and try to make it better next time.”31

Another weather disaster, another report. This one listed failures that sounded all too familiar. The 911 system “became overburdened with calls,” and Bloomberg’s advisers recommended that the mayor “accelerate” his plans for the new Emergency Communications Transformation Program, or ECTP, to reform 911.32

It would take a little over a year before Bloomberg announced “major milestones” for 911 NYC.33 Consolidation of the services would work eventually, but it would cost $2.36 billion by the time Bloomberg left city hall.34 There were still a few rough edges, but before he left office, Bloomberg boasted that for the first time in city history, all emergency call takers (police, fire, and medical personnel) were on “the same floor and operating on the same technology.” This new organized force could handle fifty thousand calls per hour, forty times more than the average daily rate and nine times more than the peak call volume for 9/11.

Investigators for Bloomberg’s successor, Bill de Blasio, spent a year looking into the cost increases for the new 911. Their report in 2015 was overseen by Mark Peters, de Blasio’s campaign treasurer who had become head of the city’s Department of Investigation. Peters said that after looking at 1.5 million documents and conducting fifty interviews, he found “persistent mismanagement,” but “no overt criminal conduct.”35 Bloomberg, who had warned his former city staffers not to respond to his successor’s insults, made an exception for the Peters report. Caswell Holloway, Bloomberg’s former deputy mayor, issued a point-by-point response, labeling the de Blasio administration’s charges as “untrue.” The delays were understandable, given the human and technological complexities. And the increase in cost came when Bloomberg decided to add a backup system that certainly made sense after 9/11.36

What ultimately mattered was that the Bloomberg team upgraded 911 before they left in 2013.37 And in the end, if Bloomberg did not perfect 911 in his city, he made it vastly more efficient than he had found it.



If there is one blot on Michael Bloomberg’s record as the data mayor, it was his administration’s failure to recognize that contractors who were supposed to be creating a new payroll system called CityTime were stealing from the city. What became known as the CityTime scandal was a massive case of an outside data contract gone berserk. New York’s most famous prosecutor of the era, U.S. Attorney for the Southern District of New York Preet Bharara, would call it “perhaps the single largest fraud ever perpetuated on the city of New York.”38

Bloomberg and his team often preferred getting outside contractors to do their work. It was a way of getting around city employees who too often said, “It can’t be done that way.” Or, “It can’t be done that quickly.”

Bloomberg’s predecessor, Rudolph Giuliani, originally approved the CityTime contract with Science Applications International Corporation, known for their expertise in organizing payroll services for employees of the military and the intelligence agencies. The new system was designed to scan the hands of workers as they clocked in and out. The unions hated it. It was degrading, some argued. One union executive called it “a backdoor form of fingerprinting.”39 More to the point, the installation of CityTime was supposed to cost about $63 million. The final bill, before the federal investigators and prosecutors got involved, was nearly $700 million.

Why didn’t Bloomberg or his data-savvy team notice? Why didn’t the city’s comptroller, who sanctioned every increase in the costs of this contract, raise the alarm? To be sure, once Bloomberg’s Department of Investigation realized the outrage, the city informed federal prosecutors that contractors had been stealing millions of dollars from the city. And when Bharara, then U.S. prosecutor in Manhattan, announced the outcome of the case, he said that Bloomberg’s chief investigator, Rose Gill Hearn, had been “our extraordinary partner” in the matter. “Commissioner Hearn deserves enormous amounts of credit for her leadership in uncovering graft and corruption in the city,” he said.40 But that was later, after the graft and corruption had been going on for years.

Bharara managed to get the company to pay back more than $500 million—with most of it returned to the city of New York. Three of the contractors were convicted of bribery and fraud and sentenced to twenty years in prison. The contractor who helped federal investigators got three years probation. Two other perpetrators fled the country and were believed to be hiding in India. At the sentencing of the three main characters, U.S. District Judge George B. Daniels said that the CityTime scam was “the largest city corruption scandal in decades.”41

In early 2011, sources within the Bloomberg administration had tried to pin the problem on a budget expert who kept assuring them all was okay. Another backup also failed—the city comptroller who was supposed to check on a mayor’s contracts. Comptroller William Thompson’s supporters would claim that Thompson had expressed concerns privately about CityTime. But during his eight years in the job, Thompson’s office conducted 626 audits. Not one uncovered the fraud at CityTime.42 The new comptroller, John Liu, elected in 2009, made CityTime a major issue.

Bloomberg, who valued his reputation as an honest man, was said to be furious in private. When the scope of the scandal was announced, he said, “We just have zero tolerance, absolutely zero tolerance for any kind of corruption whatsoever. And going forward, we’ve taken some steps to ensure this doesn’t happen again.”43

To his radio pal, John Gambling, on New York City’s radio station WOR, Bloomberg did a better job of shouldering the blame. “You can’t look everyplace. If you want to know how big projects have things that slip through the cracks, this is as good an example as you need,” he said. But ever the cheerleader, Bloomberg also found some comfort. “We actually did a pretty good job here, in retrospect,” he said. “We were lucky . . . because with the fines and paybacks, the final price tag was $100 million and cheap at the price. And in the end it turned out because of the recovery [by Bharara] that we saved a lot of money.”44 He would talk about a “few bad apples,” the ones that appear no matter who is in charge. “We actually did a pretty good job here, in retrospect,” he kept saying as the issue came up again and again.45

To his critics, however, CityTime was an important warning about the limits of Michael Bloomberg’s management style as adapted to government work. At his company, this system mostly worked. One former company executive described the way he ran Bloomberg LP:

“Mike is very results oriented. What that means is that how you get there is much less important than the result. When you work for a person like that you have much more freedom and discretion to make your goal . . . and you have autonomy . . . Mike gave you the freedom to reach your goal. It was very common for him to review an outcome and say, that’s not the way I would have done it, but, hey, you got it done.” But he was always watching warily, and “If he felt like the goal wasn’t being met, he would parachute in and become a micromanager.”46

That worked at his company, which had about 7,000 employees when he left for city hall in 2001 to be in charge of 300,000.47 To do their work the Bloomberg way, his top city officials got more freedom. Obviously. They succeeded in important ways, but there were also times when Mayor Bloomberg needed to be a micromanager—to curb abuses at his police department, which caused so much personal distress in his city, or to save taxpayers money by doing a better job of monitoring the contractors for CityTime.

As he left office in 2013 and the CityTime consultants were being convicted of corruption charges, Bloomberg defended his record as “the cleanest administration in New York City’s history.”48 City historians can certainly argue that point, but as one of his critics noted a few years later, “The main thing about the CityTime system is that it actually works.”49



As mayor, Michael Bloomberg’s goal was to make New York “the Nation’s Leading Digital City.”50 To do that, he pushed to make it more open, accessible, and responsive. He used the mass of data to improve the way the city worked. His administration sidelined many of the rickety, outdated systems to make room for faster, more modern technology. And by the time he left, virtually every office had email.

The Bloomberg way was to put a lot more of the city online, to make the Geek Squad’s data available and understandable for anybody with a phone or a computer. There would be hackathons and app contests—all efforts to figure out the best way to get New Yorkers in touch with their government and better ways to prod that government to respond. By the time Bloomberg left office, you could pay your water bill online and you could even see how much water you were using week by week. It cost the city $89 million to put 835,000 residences online, but you could figure out how much it cost for that relative who stayed a week and took forty-five-minute showers.

Even more important, the city spread its digital footprint to the latest favorite media outlets—at that point, Facebook, Twitter, Foursquare, and Tumblr. The Bloomberg teams wanted plenty of places for people to find news in case of an emergency. If the electricity went out, your city app would still work—at least for a while.

“This isn’t just some stuff,” Bloomberg said at the time. “This is the stuff that makes a difference, day in and day out.” Still, the mayor didn’t like all those extras personally. “I’m very old-fashioned,” he said to the consternation of some of his younger techies. “I still use email.” (That email would become controversial in later years when he failed to put it on the public record.)

Even more important for Bloomberg’s world, the city was doing a better job of keeping up with the boom in private technology. When he signed off at city hall, New York City had nearly 7,000 high-tech companies with 100,000 jobs with an average salary of $118,600 compared to $79,500 average for everyone else. Venture capital firms invested $1.3 billion in high-tech in 2013 alone.51 And the city was ready to provide more talent to these companies with Bloomberg’s new graduate school on Roosevelt Island.

As the New York Daily News put it at the end of Bloomberg’s time in office, “New York is Nerdville-USA.”52
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THAT PUBLIC SCHOOL BUSINESS

“I was hired to make the schools better. Hold me responsible.”

—Mike Bloomberg, 20031

Michael Bloomberg ran for mayor of New York City in 2001 promising to fix the largest and most complex public school system in the country. It was hardly a novel pledge for city politicians who had long recognized that the system was a mess—an impenetrable bureaucracy and a management structure so tangled and slow that a frustrated Mayor Giuliani once suggested it “should be blown up.” Most city politicians would only complain about the problem for 1,200 schools, 1.1 million students, and 80,000 educators. They could not, or would not, attempt to actually make the public education system work for so many students. Once again, Bloomberg vowed to be different. For him, the city’s schools were much like a distressed and mismanaged enterprise that could not serve enough of its students, or customers, as some Bloomberg people liked to call them. For starters, no one was really in charge. Then there were too few good choices for students who were too easily shoved into a failing school in their neighborhoods. It soon became clear that Bloomberg’s plan for city schools was nothing short of revolutionary.



A graduate of the public schools in his hometown of Medford, Massachusetts, Bloomberg was not an obvious advocate for public education. Both his daughters went to Spence, an elite academy in Manhattan. The children of most of his rich friends had also opted for expensive private institutions rather than the neighborhood school where your kid might be lucky and get a brilliant teacher, but could also get stuck with one who could dampen a child’s curiosity for years to come.

Even so, public schools were at the very top of Bloomberg’s list of city services that needed fixing, and Bloomberg knew that to throw out “the toxic stew of dysfunction,”2 as he once called the system, first he needed control.

The new mayor had inherited a disorderly network of thirty-two elected community school boards overseen by a central board that had strings attached to virtually every local politician. It was an almost-perfect recipe for stagnation, with an average graduation rate of 50.8 percent to prove it. Yet, it had served the political establishment well—if nobody was really in charge, then nobody was ever to blame.

Any major changes—like abolishing disruptive school boards or certainly taking control of the entire system—had to go through Albany, and that had been a problem for mayors who wanted to be in charge, going back to Abe Beame in the 1970s. Bloomberg’s predecessor, Rudy Giuliani, had tried, but the state crowd, many of them tucked comfortably in the pocket of the teachers union, refused and refused, just as state Republicans would make it hard years later for Bloomberg’s pro-union successor, Bill de Blasio, who was at first granted control over schools for only one stingy year at a time.

Bloomberg’s contributions to Republican lawmakers would help in Albany, but for Democrats, he needed support from the teachers. And the teachers needed a new contract. On June 6, 2002, Bloomberg and Randi Weingarten, the head of the teachers union, announced a two-year contract, with overall raises of 16 to 22 percent and the biggest increase in starting salaries.3

A few days later he was in control of the largest public school system in the country.4 The Albany crowd gave him seven years.5 That would nearly get him through two terms, and it was a clear signal from New York’s political veterans that the city’s troubled school system was now Mike Bloomberg’s problem.

Merryl Tisch, an education activist who became the powerful chancellor for the New York State Board of Regents (2009–2016), knew Bloomberg socially. She also knew Albany. “They were personally intrigued by him, and I think kind of mesmerized,” she said later.6 (It certainly did not hurt with a Republican governor and Republicans in control of the state senate that he was considered an easy touch for contributions to their many campaigns.)7, 8

A key player in Bloomberg’s success, Tisch remembered once asking him why he wanted school control so badly. “ ’Cause they wouldn’t give it to Rudy,” he replied, making one of his jokes that often edged very close to reality. Then he added, “The only way I can succeed turning around a complicated enterprise is by having the ultimate responsibility.”9

Bloomberg would exert his power in large and small ways. Once, when a panel of education experts under his control refused to change the way students were promoted from grade to grade, he simply had the dissenters removed and replaced with people who saw things his way.10 Bloomberg was sending a message about his management style, in case it was needed. When the head man spoke, you listened, and if you disagreed and couldn’t convince him of your view, it was time to go.

“This is what mayoral control is all about,” Bloomberg said at the time. “In the olden days, we had a board that was answerable to nobody.” He went on, “Mayoral control means mayoral control, thank you very much.” He added, “They are my representatives, and they are going to vote for things I believe in.”

Any questions?11



Once the mayor had control, Bloomberg moved to step two—closing the old Board of Education. For seasoned educators there was a standing joke that involved the unwelcome appearance of a school official who said, “Hello, I’m from Central, and I’m here to help.”12 “Central” was the central Board of Education’s office at 110 Livingston Street in Brooklyn, and it was such a dense bureaucratic hive that only an outsider could have dismantled it. One former educator suggested activating the building’s fire alarm and then locking the doors to keep everybody out.13 Shortly after he took office, Bloomberg essentially pushed the alarm button.

The new mayor stunned the education community when he suddenly announced that he planned to move the city’s education bureaucracy from Brooklyn to the nineteenth-century Tweed Courthouse behind city hall. The Tweed had been an embarrassment since Boss William Magear Tweed, the old Tammany Hall boss, had it built with bribes and kickbacks and other schemes that cost the city $13 million in 1878—about $178 million in 2002 dollars.14 Giuliani had helped renovate the building for another $89 million with the idea of using it for the Museum of the City of New York.

A museum? No way, Mike Bloomberg decreed. It would be the headquarters for education, just a short walk from his city hall bull pen. There would be a real, live school in the grandiloquent Tweed fortress, a school that would remind administrators “why they have jobs, what they’re supposed to focus on,” he insisted. “And if every day they see children getting an education, that will remind them when they go upstairs what their mission is.”15

Bloomberg would use the move to great advantage. He would pare forty district superintendents down to ten and eliminate nearly 75 percent of the jobs at the Brooklyn headquarters, essentially ordering an army of former teachers back to the classrooms. Many retired instead.16 The cuts included workers of all levels, from top administrators to ten “window shade repairers.”17

Step three for Mayor Bloomberg was even more important—finding a new chancellor. The task of finding someone to take over the New York City schools had often been so difficult that, as veterans often put it, “nobody who was smart enough to do the job was dumb enough to take it.”18

His staff proposed big names in education, Paul Vallas who ran Chicago schools, chancellors in Cleveland and Atlanta, even Donna Shalala, former U.S. secretary of Health and Human Services.19

Bloomberg was not looking for an educator, as it turned out. He wanted somebody tough enough to execute his radical reforms. When a friend suggested Joel Klein, Bloomberg liked the idea of a supersmart lawyer who would have to be lured away from a very cushy job as chairman of the American operations of Bertelsmann media group.20 Klein was a grasshopper-thin man whose nasal Queens accent had survived Columbia, Harvard, and the Justice Department in Washington, D.C. He was known for outsmarting even Bill Gates in a seminal anti-trust case against Microsoft. Bloomberg liked the idea. Anybody who could take on Microsoft could take on the city school system. His record as an educator? New York magazine wrote that Klein’s “experience in the education field seems to consist chiefly of—well, of having gone to school.”21

“Jesus Christ wasn’t available,” as Bloomberg told one interviewer after the stunning appointment of Klein. “And I thought Joel was smart and tough as nails for a job that really required that.”22

Shortly after the announcement stunned and horrified New York’s public school establishment, David Yassky, then a city councilman, ran into Bloomberg at city hall. Yassky told the mayor that he had once worked for Klein and that he was one of the ten smartest people he had ever met. Bloomberg grinned, his classic impish grin, and whispered, “And nobody saw it coming.” That jazzed him, Yassky said. “He liked to surprise people and show that something people don’t think is going to work, it works.”23



Bloomberg approached education reform like a businessman. He wanted a market-based system, where customers (i.e., students and their parents) would be able to choose the best schools possible. What he and Klein envisioned was a kind of educational emporium where students, especially high school students, could pick and choose among public schools. Then, with considerable push from his administration, the worst schools—the failing ones—would wither and die like any business that failed to serve its clientele.

To die-hard supporters of public education and the unions, the term “choice” was conservative code for dismantling much of the public system in favor of private, charter, and parochial schools. Bloomberg insisted his idea of choice was different. He wanted students to choose among public school options, including well-regulated public charter schools. He insisted that he saw “choice” as a way to enhance the public school system, not destroy it.

Never one to aim low, Bloomberg promised what most people thought was impossible:

“If four years from now reading scores and math scores aren’t significantly better,” he said in 2001, “Then I will look in the mirror and say that I have been a failure. I’ve never failed at anything yet, and I don’t plan to fail at that.”24



In his first days as chancellor, Klein learned how the old system had worked. Much of it ran on old-fashioned political clout. One assemblyman quietly suggested to Klein, “Protect this principal’s job, and I’ll protect you politically.”25 Another politician, a borough president, couldn’t get certain children placed in certain schools and fumed at the new chancellor, “Fuck you. Why can’t we work together?”26

Klein ignored the meddlers and began to carry out the Bloomberg list of priorities. He would close failing schools, add choices, streamline the bureaucracy, give principals more power, try to reward good teachers, and sideline most of the “lemons,” the system’s term for those who could not do the job but bounced from school to school. Yet, he would not earn much love for these efforts. Nobody likes the disruptor.



Closing the failing schools, the “dropout factories,” as they were so often called, would stir the most anger from students, parents, teachers, and even former students. Alumni of these troubled high schools, even the worst ones, rallied to keep the doors open. One particularly raucous example involved Jamaica High School in Queens.

Jamaica had once been a star in the city’s public school system. Luminaries like Stephen Jay Gould, Art Buchwald, and former U.S. attorney general John Mitchell were alumni. But, by the time Bloomberg was in charge, Jamaica High’s glory days were long gone. The school of four thousand students had a graduation rate far below 50 percent, and it ranked in the bottom 7 percent of the city’s high schools. That record did not stem the outrage. One particularly angry alumnus was George Vecsey, an author and sports columnist for the New York Times. Vecsey compared Joel Klein to Cambodia’s genocidal dictator Pol Pot, arguing that “The city destroyed a piece of history because of its own failure.”27

Jamaica High’s same grand building, a Georgian revival–style structure with columns and a great lawn suitable for a great school, became four specialized high schools: Jamaica Gateway to the Sciences, a math and science academy with about 400 students and a four-year graduation rate of 91 percent by 2016; Queens Collegiate, a college preparatory school with about 650 students and a graduation rate of 77 percent; Hillside Arts and Letters Academy for arts and music, with about 420 students and a graduation rate of 81 percent; and the High School for Community Leadership, with 357 students and a graduation rate of 84 percent.28

Closing a school also caused a backlash among the teachers because it gave Bloomberg and Klein an opportunity to cut the staff. The new school principals could hire teachers who fit their new programs—violin teachers for the music academies, computer experts for the data centers, et cetera.

School closings so angered local communities that Bloomberg’s successor decided he wanted to spend more than $700 million to improve them instead. That didn’t work, as it turned out, and Mayor Bill de Blasio eventually canceled his expensive program to prop up failing schools in 2019.29

Meanwhile, the Research Alliance for New York City Schools at New York University was one of the first to begin assessing how closing these big schools by Bloomberg had affected the students. They found “meaningful benefits” for those who went on to the smaller schools. Not surprisingly, those who stayed behind as their school withered and died fared about the same as those at other failing schools still operating in the system.30



Bloomberg and his education team would eventually close 164 failing schools and create 654 new ones, including 173 charter schools. “To tie this to Bloomberg and his philosophy about how this is all supposed to work, this is a market process,” explained Sean Patrick Corcoran, associate professor of economics and education policy at New York University. “They saw themselves as facilitating this marketplace and making sure people had enough information to make choices.”31

Still, choice was not a simple concept for the city’s teenagers, not like picking Nikes over Adidas. Eighth graders were required to apply to twelve high schools as options, listing their preferences. Those possibilities were advertised in a 626-page directory—online or printed out to be about the same size as their grandparents’ old Sears, Roebuck catalog. They had to slog through the school data to pick, say, a high school for contemporary arts and a collegiate academy in the Bronx and then ten others. Then the administration would let them know which school would be theirs.

This array of choices, like those in any bazaar, put a great deal of pressure on the consumer—in this case a student already coping with all the stress of hormones and social media. For many, it worked far better than the old system. For some, who had no parent or guidance counselor or friend to help, the tyranny of choice was more like a crapshoot. It was easier for too many of them to simply stay in the neighborhood and live with a school that offered far less.32

Just as Bloomberg was leaving city hall, Corcoran and other NYU researchers issued a critical report33 showing that, despite the efforts to expand options for all students, “low-achieving students attended schools that were lower performing,” and that this was no accident. These students tended to pick those schools as the less challenging ones—i.e., the easier ones—when they made their high school choices.34



Michael Bloomberg ardently promoted public charter schools as another option, especially for lower-income kids. Public charters, launched in New York in 1998 by Republican governor George Pataki, were independent, not-for-profit public schools set up to have more freedom to experiment with ways to educate. In New York, the unions had little say over these schools, but unlike in some other states, the charters were closely monitored to make sure they were doing the job.

When Bloomberg arrived there were seventeen charter schools in the city. Unions and other groups worked to disparage the charter movement, arguing that they picked off the better students, disciplined too many kids, got rid of those who couldn’t keep up, and drained money from the main public school system. But every year, the charter schools advocates claimed, about 50,000 students35 languished on their waiting lists after entering, and then losing, in lotteries to go to such schools as Success Academy or the Harlem Children’s Zone or KIPP academies, some of the best-performing charter schools in the country. By the time Bloomberg left, the 183 charters served more than 72,000 students—nearly 80 percent of whom qualified as poor enough for the free lunch program.36

Public charter schools were supposed to be laboratories, experimental classrooms providing guidance about what worked and, of course, what didn’t. One positive assessment of Bloomberg’s city charters came from Stanford’s Center for Research on Education Outcomes, which concluded in their 2013 report that the city’s charter school students performed far better than those in similar public schools. The Stanford analysts were concerned that reading scores for charter schools were sliding in some schools, but overall, it was as if the charter students had an additional month of reading instruction and five months more in math than those in the regular public schools.37

These charter students were often poor, mostly Hispanic and African American. But they shared one important advantage. Each student had that parent or grandparent or guardian or friend or adviser—in short, an advocate—who worked hard to get them into those schools. This was clearly a problem for the many kids who didn’t have an adult at their side or for those who were homeless and shifted from address to address. And even for those who had all the support, the lotteries to determine who could go to these schools became truly heartbreaking when a student’s name was not called.

Not all charters were successful, of course, even when they were encouraged and carefully vetted. Some failed like the charter school anointed to be a showcase in the Tweed Courthouse near city hall. The Ross Global Academy eventually closed in 2011 after the city and state cited its poor performance.38

Some critics argued that the charter schools suspended too many students—their way of culling the troublemakers and sending them back as another problem for the regular public schools.39 Critics also questioned whether charters got rid of those students with emotional or learning problems who had accidentally won their lottery.

Bloomberg didn’t waver. The main idea behind these public/private schools was basic to the Bloomberg ethos—competition. They added a few more kiosks to the city’s education market. For Bloomberg, “school choice is an important way to hold schools accountable for success because when people vote with their feet you know that it’s real, and it’s pretty obvious which direction they are going.”40



If closing failed schools and introducing more choices for students was the basis for Bloomberg’s educational reform, dismantling the old power structure would be both basic and disruptive.

At the same time, word got out that Bloomberg’s school system would be an exciting place to work. Instead of slogging your way up from the lowest ranks to the top, reform-minded educators were welcomed by Bloomberg and Klein if they were ready to experiment with new ways to make the system work better. David Weiner, who worked as a principal and later as an administrator in charge of a teacher evaluation system, said New York became a haven for energetic and innovative educators.

It was a vibrant, exciting, “kinda sexy” place to work, Weiner said shortly after Bloomberg left office and Weiner moved on to help raise private funds for public schools.41

Bloomberg liked to boast that he was keeping the good teachers in city classrooms. Before he arrived, an estimated twelve thousand of eighty thousand teachers either left (often to work for better salaries in the suburbs) or retired every year, and the city had trouble filling those slots with certified teachers. “Today,” he boasted in 2008, “we have 50-odd thousand teachers a year from around the country who apply to teach in the New York City schools system, and we have only about 5,000 vacancies.”42 It helped, of course, that Bloomberg had eventually raised starting teachers’ salaries by a healthy 43 percent.43

Bloomberg and Klein also shifted more power to the principals at the city’s growing number of schools. A new Leadership Academy trained up to seventy principals a year in management skills, often over a short summer course. The academy’s programs “focused on developing the principal as CEO, placing particular emphasis on the use of data to determine and manage the improvement process.”44 Very, very Bloomberg.

Klein also offered principals a different deal. They could have far more control over their schools, more freedom to hire and to budget for their students, but in return, they would sign five-year contracts, promising to improve student achievements.

It was quite a gamble, and some in the principals’ union advised against it. If the school didn’t improve, the principal went on the “ladder of consequences,”45 a form of probation that sounded like a medieval torture device. A first-year failure meant the principal needed a new plan. The second year, the principal could be removed. The third year on the ladder, the school could be closed altogether and the principal might even return to teaching.

Klein boasted the contracts were a success because more than three hundred principals agreed that “If I don’t hit the ball, they’ll be sending me to the minors.”46 Not all principals were ready for such independence and the risk that went with it,47 and Bloomberg’s successor quickly moved back to a system that had less independence school by school and more control from above.

The move to the Tweed Courthouse and the major trimming of the bureaucracy also helped Bloomberg save money and redirect it into schools. The budget for city schools grew from $11.4 billion to $19.9 billion while he was mayor, plus he invested $27 billion in new schools and other capital improvements.48 And the billionaire mayor reached into his own pocket on occasion to fill in the gaps. He used his Fund for Public Schools, a nonprofit corporation, to add part-time consultants to the department. He gave money for a makeup date as a second chance for those who did not do well on a first try on the exam for the city’s best high schools, and he provided money to help train principals, to name a few ways he used his private wealth and connections to help his public schools.

Of course, the Bloomberg team also depended on data, which would not always work out to the mayor’s advantage. An early analysis of a massive school system by McKinsey & Company found lots of paper, few emails, and a system that took months to find out the number of kids who had a school lunch on a specific day.49 Klein found that solid data was “a shockingly rare commodity,” and not simply because of outdated technology.50 He recalled early in his term innocently asking which teachers were doing well in schools with the most students from low-income families. The reply: “I can’t do that.51 The union doesn’t let us do things like that.” Klein spent most of the rest of his term pressuring for numbers in a world that viewed data as sterile and unproductive.

Test scores for students became a particular embarrassment for Bloomberg and Klein. At first student scores on state tests soared from 39 percent of students proficient in several grades in English in 2002 to 69 percent in 2009. Math scores were even better—up from 37 percent to a stunning 84 percent. When the state scores came out, Bloomberg declared that this success was “nothing short of amazing.”52 As it turned out, it was very short of amazing.

When the state made the tests harder and less predictable, 42 percent of students in the city were proficient in English and 54 percent in math. Better, but certainly not amazing. And after Bloomberg left office in 2013, data in the city’s education department became another unacceptable four-letter word.



The relationship between Mike Bloomberg and the teachers union was promising in the beginning. At first Randi Weingarten, then the forceful and media-savvy head of the United Federation of Teachers, stood shoulder to shoulder with Bloomberg, who promised more money for her members. Bloomberg even joked in 2008 that when he proposed performance-based bonuses, Weingarten’s response was “Well, in New York City, we’ve already got performance pay and that’s why the Mayor makes a dollar a year.”53

Such public cheerfulness lasted while Bloomberg increased teachers’ salaries and benefits,54 which brought in more applicants and slowed the stampede of good teachers to the suburbs. Bloomberg praised the way Weingarten cooperated on the “third-rail” issues, like trying to eliminate the so-called “rubber rooms,” where ineffective or troublesome teachers were exiled while the system tried to fire them.

Behind the scenes, it was not so cozy. Weingarten’s relationship with Chancellor Klein grew more acidic with every shake-up. She increasingly saw an amateur meddling with, not fixing, the problems at hand. And overall, she concluded that the Mike Bloomberg years were a distraction, a series of lost opportunities and wasted time.

“I like the guy,” she said years later about Bloomberg himself. “We still like and respect each other,” but, but, but, but. Pushed to come up with something positive about the Bloomberg education era, she paused, then praised the ex-mayor for recognizing that teachers should be considered professionals. They should stand as a solid part of the middle class, which meant more pay. “I worked with many a mayor who would not have recognized that need.”55

Bloomberg did pay better salaries. But he wanted to pay even more to the best teachers. Merit pay was generally against the union code—their question was who was qualified to pick the “best” teachers? Weingarten’s United Federation of Teachers and Bloomberg agreed to a compromise announced in 2007 for about two hundred “highest needs” schools. Instead of determining pay teacher by teacher the way Bloomberg’s company would decide employee by employee, a compensation committee at every school (two school leaders and two union representatives) would decide how to parcel out funds.56

Well, that didn’t work. Teachers weren’t motivated by the extra money since the committees almost always decided to share the bonuses with every teacher, good, mediocre, or awful.57 Bloomberg liked to say they tried some things that worked, and when they didn’t, he was not afraid to admit it.58 This program was a good example, and after $56 million in uninspiring bonuses, he canceled it.59

Bloomberg seemed to have a special gift for infuriating teachers. Once, when speaking to students at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology in 2011, he mused about how he would run the ideal school system: “If I had the ability, which nobody does really, to just design the system and say, ex cathedra, this is what we’re going to do, you would cut the number of teachers in half, but you would double the compensation of them, and you would weed out all the bad ones and just have good teachers. And double the class size with a better teacher is a good deal for the students.”60

When Bloomberg got back to the city, teachers were fuming. Understandably. Half of them were bad? Bigger class sizes?

Such comments only added to the simmering anger among teachers, especially those active in the union. Accustomed to hearing praise about how they had sacrificed their lives for the next generation, teachers were increasingly irritated that their worth was being judged more and more by data and by test scores and by a cold, rich mayor.

During Bloomberg’s final years running the city, his relationship with the union was a lot closer to open warfare. Randi Weingarten was the kind of tough negotiator who could manage an unruly union crowd but could also survive a social dinner uptown. She wooed the media and had friends at every level in government and finance. But by Bloomberg’s third term, she had moved up to become president of the American Federation of Teachers in Washington. Her replacement was Michael Mulgrew, a muscular negotiator who could turn on all the charm of a nightclub bouncer.

A Catholic school graduate who once apprenticed as a carpenter before he became a vocational education teacher, Mulgrew always seemed ready to box rather than negotiate with the well-heeled crowd at Mike Bloomberg’s city hall. Or file a lawsuit. Mulgrew’s teachers union joined the NAACP to sue the city over what they saw as Klein’s destructive methods of closing schools. At one point, the courts required the city to have more public hearings and community input before they shut down the big schools and replaced them with smaller ones (and, of course, sidelined many teachers in the process).61 The case went back and forth in the courts, but in the end, the Bloomberg team still managed to close 164 schools (and open 654 including 173 charters).62

One confrontation in this era was particularly intense. When a local radio station, WNYC, and the New York Times submitted a Freedom of Information request to see the test scores of students, identifying the teachers in each case, the union leaders were furious. But Bloomberg’s administration handed over the data to the press. At one point, WNYC reported that the Bloomberg people had tipped off the press to request the test scores naming each teacher. Bloomberg himself was unrepentant. “We should have all of the data out there.”63

After that, Bloomberg’s relations with the union went from frosty to glacial. The increasingly bitter conflict provided an easy path for a pro-union Democrat to replace Bloomberg in 2014, to clean out Bloomberg’s administration and roll back many of his reforms.



It would be hard to criticize Mike Bloomberg and Joel Klein for trying to shake up and reorganize New York City’s Byzantine and lethargic school system. The problem for many was that there was shake-up after shake-up, with too little time to recover.

“Slow down and consolidate,” advised education experts from the American Institutes for Research, a nonpartisan social science organization. The rapid pace of change and change and more change made educators worry that no one really knew what was happening. Researchers for the institutes suggested rather gently in 2011 that the mayor and his chancellor should “resist the temptation to continually tinker with the tools, even if they perceive the changes as clear improvements.”64

Hunter College education expert Joseph Viteritti also wrote about attempts to upend the old bureaucracy. “By the time Klein got to the third reorganization, educators and parents were confused. They wondered if Klein and his team knew what they were doing.” He concluded, “The result was chaos.”65

That view infuriated Bloomberg alumni. “The thing that characterized the Bloomberg era was an openness to try new things on behalf of the students. If they benefitted, it continued. If they didn’t, we would try something else. Several stages—later stages—contradicted earlier stages,” countered Eric Nadelstern, one of the most dynamic and outspoken leaders in Bloomberg’s education department.66

Asked about how he and the mayor dealt with such criticisms and even failure, Klein chuckled and remembered how the phone would ring at 6:00 a.m. with a very unhappy mayor on the line. “There were the stupid things like changing the bus routes in the middle of the winter,” Klein said, grimacing as he thought about the students left standing in the snow, the blast of phone calls from irate parents. “It’s like the old Ed Koch line [borrowed from La Guardia, no doubt]. When I make a mistake, it’s a beaut.

“The way you always deal with Mike—and this is so Mike—is that you go to him. He wants to know everything. You tell him this is going to be a painful period. He obviously was not happy with us. He says, ‘What were you thinking. Or were you thinking?’ That kind of stuff. But then he backs you. He’s very good about saying, look this was the right move at the wrong time, or something like that.”67

And if it doesn’t work? You change it, Klein said. “In the past in the field of education, when we have something that’s not working we put more resources into it; whereas, in the real world, when something’s not working, you usually put in fewer resources.” Expand and move money to the programs that are successful, not the ones that are struggling. It was a standard business practice.



One problem for Bloomberg was that his control of schools began to run out in 2009. The crowd of state politicians, who lost clout to Bloomberg and Klein, were ready to take some of it back when Klein and Bloomberg returned to Albany. Klein wanted a four-year extension of control, and the teachers union, whose leaders had begun to see Klein as a mortal enemy, were ready to fight.

Rather than deal with such a political difficulty, New York’s state lawmakers did what they often do in such cases—nothing. They simply allowed the law to expire after its seven-year run. Political leaders in the city scrambled to fill a sudden void by reestablishing a makeshift board of education. A furious Bloomberg called several legislators cowards for not voting, and even labeled one “meshugenah,” a Yiddish term for someone who’s completely bonkers.

One lawmaker shot back that the mayor was “treating us like we’re some people on his plantation.” Another, Senator Hiram Monserrate, called him “the Bernie Madoff” of education. (That was the same Hiram Monserrate who was thrown out of the State Senate a few months later for beating up his girlfriend.)68 Finally, the Senate returned to Albany a month after the law had expired and approved the bill to give Bloomberg back his power. The reconstituted Board of Education that met only once for nine minutes evaporated, to the relief of the mayor,69 who continued to control the schools for the rest of his time in office.



As criticism of Klein mounted, the mayor and Klein realized that it was time for the chancellor to go. Klein had become a liability, and like any drastic reformer, he had made too many enemies. “Did he stir things up?” Bloomberg said after announcing Klein’s departure. “You betcha. That was the job, and the great beneficiaries of that stirring were our children.”70 But aides saw that Bloomberg was also unhappy that Klein couldn’t do a better job of touting his success in improving the schools. By late 2010, Bloomberg felt the schools needed a better salesman. Or a saleswoman. His pick, apparently a spur-of-the-moment decision, turned out to be a disaster.

Whatever her credentials as the former head of the USA Today newspaper and the longtime president of Hearst Magazines (Cosmopolitan, Esquire, Elle, etc.), Cathie Black was not qualified to run one of the nation’s most complicated school systems. Merryl Tisch, the state chancellor, was aghast when she learned about Black, and she forced Bloomberg to install a respected educator, Shael Polakow-Suransky, as a kind of shadow chancellor. Black scrambled for support from her many friends in the media. Email exchanges show a frantic effort to get Ivanka Trump, Suze Orman, Deborah Norville, Nora Ephron, and Gloria Steinem to sign letters of support. She wanted Oprah to provide a good quote to the Daily News. In an email to Gayle King, later a CBS morning news anchor and Oprah’s best friend, Black sounded frantic. “All of this is coming down to the wire,” she bleated. Asking King to help with “a brief, exclusive call with Adam Lisberg of the Daily News in which Oprah would offer her support.”71

Even Oprah couldn’t help, as it turned out. Insiders complained that Black wasn’t prepared to dig in and learn the details. And some of her meetings with parents made matters worse. During one session in Lower Manhattan, parents were complaining about crowded schools when Black said, “Could we just have some birth control for a while?” Angry parents didn’t see the joke.

And during one particularly noisy session as parents protested the closing of a neighborhood school, she provoked a loud “Awww” from the crowd when she pleaded for sympathy. In response, she returned the “Awww” for the television cameras. She looked like a society matron peering down her nose at those poor unfortunates who were not rich enough to send their children to the city’s private academies.

Most parents and teachers started counting the days until she left. When she did, 95 days after taking the job, Bloomberg said, “I take full responsibility for the fact that this has not worked out as either of us had hoped or expected.” Then he announced that the new chancellor would be Dennis Walcott, a veteran educator who had worked hard as a deputy mayor to promote Bloomberg’s education agenda. The next two years would be quiet by comparison.

What had stunned people around the city was how quickly the mayor had chosen Black, how little advice or counsel he had taken from those around him. Was this the hazardous side of relying on those lightning-fast instincts, the Salomon broker who pushed the “Buy” button, who often saw success come in mere seconds? When the gut speaks, you listen. But sometimes, of course, the gut is wrong.

Much later, Bloomberg was meeting guests at his foundation when he suddenly began talking about the Black fiasco. “I want you to know that Cathie Black gave up an awful lot to do that job. Some of those boards . . . they earn $250,000 a year.” He paused for a breath, then added, “Once Mort and Rupert turned against her, I knew.” That is, once Mort Zuckerman’s Daily News and Rupert Murdoch’s New York Post turned against her, she had to go. He sounded irritated, mostly at himself, for this obvious chip in his legacy.72



How did he do as CEO of the largest public education system in the country? Even if Bloomberg’s successor had picked education officials who spurned all things Bloomberg, he streamlined a sluggish bureaucracy and made improvements for many students. The abysmal four-year graduation rate that had stalled for years at around 50.8 percent as Bloomberg arrived rose to 66 percent by the time he departed, with even higher graduation rates in the new smaller schools.73

Independent research had begun to validate the push for these smaller schools. One study from researchers at New York University, Syracuse University, and Arizona State University concluded that “the introduction of small schools improved outcomes for students in all types of schools, large, small, continuously operating and new. Small school reform lifted all boats.”74

The big “drop-out factories,” as the Times editorials often called those high schools with three thousand or more students, had graduation rates of 62.2 percent, better but still too low. Students at smaller high schools of about four hundred students had graduation rates of 71.6 percent, or sometimes higher. Most graduated in four years, not five, and many went on to college. For young black men, 42.3 percent went from a small school to college, as opposed to the control group of 31 percent.75

Bloomberg had succeeded in adding choice for public school students in New York City.76 Maybe it was not the full cafeteria the businessman/mayor had envisioned, but there were many more possibilities for many more students. He introduced accountability practices and tried to find better ways to assess teachers’ skills in the classroom. He and Klein pared back the stultifying bureaucracy allowing successors to start from a simpler bureaucratic base. (It’s always easier to add layers of people than subtract them.) And most important of all, he took control of the entire system, boasting about any progress, but, in a way that was almost unheard of for a politician, also shouldering the blame when things went wrong.

His efforts resulted in educational reforms that were “among the most ambitious of any large urban system in the country,” as one important group of education experts found toward the end of his time as mayor.77 His failures meant that no future mayor or chancellor would try those particular options, and his successes were far more modest than he had hoped. But primarily because he took responsibility for the schools and put his emphasis on the students—or the customers for this massive enterprise—Michael Bloomberg left the nation’s largest public school system better off than he found it.78

Were there still problems? Plenty. Union leaders had a long list. Bloomberg moved too fast for some communities, and he and Klein stubbornly refused to acknowledge much of the criticism about the upheaval created by his reforms. The reliance on test scores became an embarrassment when tests were made more difficult and scores dropped. Graduation rates went up, but too many students needed extra help in college or at a new job. His choice of Klein and later Cathie Black sent a message that he valued noneducators more than those who had dedicated their lives to the classroom.

One of his strongest critics, Diane Ravitch, saw Bloomberg as a destructive force killing neighborhood schools and giving charter schools an unfair edge, as opposed to the needy students left behind. “Managerialism without experience,” she called it.79 When a new mayor was elected and named an educator as the new chancellor, Ravitch celebrated. “The era of punishing, blaming and shaming professional educators is over . . . This is a great turn of events, not only for New York City but the nation.”80

Despite any missteps, the mayor would always emphasize that his highest priority was the students. He made that view especially clear one day in 2007 when the teachers union and the newspapers were railing about his latest upheaval. He attacked the teachers union for trying to roll back his reforms. He took aim at the newspapers that criticized him daily. He even compared those naysayers with narrow interests to the National Rifle Association, leaving open the question about whether he was including the teachers union in that group.

Then, when one reporter asked whether he classified everybody as being either “with us or against us,” the mayor exploded. Wagging a finger at the journalist to emphasize every word, Bloomberg raised his voice to full volume.81

“No! No! No!” he said as a few of his supporters applauded. “You’re either with the children or against the children. With ‘us’ doesn’t matter.”82
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OFF HOURS

“What’s great about golf, it’s just about you.”

—Bloomberg, about playing with Tiger Woods, 2018

By the time he was an international figure about midway through his years as mayor, Mike Bloomberg’s image was fixed in the public eye as the businessman-mayor in a suit, often a dark $2,000 suit, white shirt with either a purple tie, as in Mike Bloomberg, the independent, or later, a bright green tie, as in Mike Bloomberg, the environmentalist.

Mostly hidden from public view were the times when the mayor had on helicopter earphones and his hands on the controls of his favorite flying machine. Or the times when he could be seen in garish, golfing outfits—the taxicab-yellow or salmon-pink open-collared shirts, the Bermuda shorts that needed only oxfords with cleats to have him ready for the first tee.

Bloomberg had for years carried his engineer’s curiosity into his after hours, often in pursuit of the Wall Street broker’s high-risk pastimes. He loved the aeronautic intricacy of the whirlybirds and the interlocking calculations of flight—wind speed, engine speed, drift, fuel consumption. And he attacked golf the way you would build a bridge—this bit goes this way, this bit goes that way. If it doesn’t sound like fun or relaxation to most of us, it was his version of relief.

Bloomberg remembered taking his first flight in a private plane in 1973, and he recalled the details vividly. It was a twin-engine Beech Baron, and he was with Dick Rosenthal and another colleague from Salomon Brothers. It was the same Dick Rosenthal who engineered Bloomberg’s firing in 1981 and who died piloting another Beech Baron in 1987.

Bloomberg soon got his pilot’s license (he still keeps it in his extremely organized wallet and will proudly show it to anybody who asks). And he flew fixed-wing planes or helicopters whenever he could get to an airfield. Bloomberg moved to piloting helicopters, he said, because they are “a lot more fun.” He added, “If you take your hands off the controls [in an airplane], it will tend, for a brief period anyways, to continue to go same speed, same altitude, same direction. A helicopter right away will start going [down].” The copter needs all your senses, hands, feet, eyes, ears. “I like to fly it, so I never use the auto pilot because that’s so fun,” he explained. It is a rich engineer’s perfect gizmo, a place to lose yourself in the complicated calculations of vortex and speed, rotation and lift or yaw (to turn left or right).

Twice in the earlier years, he almost crashed. Once, in the winter of 1976, he was in a rented helicopter, an Enstrom F-28, when smoke suddenly filled the cockpit. In his telling, he calmly turned off the engine and used emergency auto-rotation procedures to land on a tiny island off the coast of Connecticut. It was so tiny, so the story goes, that the tail of the helicopter was in the water when he was rescued by the Coast Guard.1 Nearly twenty years later, he was taking a nephew on a sightseeing trip above Manhattan when he heard a popping noise and the aircraft suddenly lost power.2 With aviation crews assembling fire trucks on the ground, Bloomberg managed to guide an aircraft that had become what he called “a very heavy glider” back to a Westchester airfield, where he landed safely, to the great relief of everyone, especially his sister and her young son.3

Soon after that, Bloomberg could afford his own executive jet, and he also would start bringing along a copilot, mostly to sit and watch him fly the plane. “If I’m unconscious,” he explained with a grin, “that’s when they take over.”4 Or, of course, the copilots would get plenty of flying hours when Bloomberg was napping in the cabin—his way of turning a flight to Europe or across country into a useful time to sleep.

On the ground, Bloomberg discovered golf, a game he became more serious about shortly before he ran for mayor in 2001. It was the latest in a long line of athletic pursuits, none of them a lazy diversion, even for a part-time sportsman. Bloomberg took his play seriously. In college, he was an avid ice-skater. The stress of Wall Street often drove him into the streets of New York to run off a bad day. And soon, when he had the money, he spent time in Vail—schussing and snowboarding like a teenager. (One story told in Bloomberg’s skiing community was that he apparently shocked his daughter by wearing a baseball hat and fake ponytail [no helmet?] as he rode a snowboard down the teen’s favorite mountain).5

As mayor, he decided against his daredevil ski trails in Colorado. Wearing a cast to a press conference could raise questions about the health-nut mayor not taking his own advice. But in the spring of 2017, a very tan Bloomberg limped into a book party at his philanthropy headquarters. When told he looked particularly fit, Bloomberg admitted that his latest skiing venture left him with a pulled muscle.6 The black diamonds? he was asked. Yes, he answered, and shortly after his seventy-fifth birthday.7

Golf became Bloomberg’s steadiest sport over the years, and it is generally a good game for the comfortably rich—riding around in a cart, having somebody hand you the right club, outdoors but not really inconvenienced. It is also a very good way, its devotees will tell you, to uncover personal quirks about your golfing partners, and, at the same time, for them to learn more about you. Percy Boomer, a famous British golfer and trainer once wrote, “If you wish to hide your character, do not play golf.”8

Thus, Bloomberg, the golfer, was another version of Bloomberg, the tycoon, and Bloomberg, the politician. He did not take an easy swing at the sport; he tackled it with a passion, sometimes even a fury, that surprised many of his fellow golfers, but not those who knew him well. On weekends, often at his private enclave in Bermuda, Bloomberg would play thirty-six holes of golf—walking eighteen, taking a cart on the next round. It would be a form of speed golf, the famous Bloomberg impatience on display even in his off-hours. One partner called him “intense.” Another labeled him a “grinder” who played with grit and determination. Mike Bloomberg did not play golf; he assaulted it.

John Gambling, a radio personality on New York’s WABC-AM and later WOR radio, shared Bloomberg’s passion for golf, and almost every Friday morning while he was mayor, Bloomberg would chatter on the air with Gambling about issues big and trivial. It was a relaxing time, the end of an overscheduled week with golf on the horizon, and with that ease often came the possibility of an inappropriate slip, a “Bloomberg blurt” as journalists came to know it. Once the pro-immigrant Bloomberg was trying to explain how immigrants keep America going by doing jobs nobody else wants to do. “You and I are beneficiaries of these jobs. You and I play golf. Who takes care of the greens and fairways in your golf course?”9 he asked, assuring his Saturday spot in the next morning’s tabloids. One golf club manager hurriedly assured the Daily News that all those working on his fairways and greens were not in the country illegally.

Even after that, however, Gambling and Bloomberg continued to mock each other’s golfing skills. “He does not rise to the level of good,” Gambling laughed after the mayor left office, “but he’s a lunatic about it.” And he added for emphasis: “I think the reason why he is such a fanatic about golf is because he doesn’t excel at it. When he can’t do something, it drives him nuts.”10

Bloomberg often set himself impossible goals whether in business, politics, or his personal life. Once, welcoming a group of leaders from Latin America to his New York offices, he said that there were two things he wanted to do before he died—“speak Spanish like a native and hit a golf ball like a pro.” This got a chuckle from many in the crowd of Latin officials who had just heard the former mayor speaking Spanish like a native Bostonian.

Indeed, the trained engineer at first approached golf as a challenge that simply needed to be solved, like everything, with the right equation, the right step-by-step process that could turn him into New York’s Arnold Palmer. Bloomberg hired experts, trainers, and, at one point, Joseph Bruno, then the Republican leader of the New York Senate, recalled giving Bloomberg a trick club designed to improve a golfer’s swing. Swing badly, and the club head would nod and droop, an obvious rejection of the effort. Bruno told the Times that when Bloomberg tried it, “the thing flipped and flopped, and I could see he was getting pretty upset.”

It didn’t end there, of course.

A few weeks later, Bloomberg saw Bruno and tried the club again. This time there was no flipping, no flopping. It was a perfect swing, so perfect that Bruno said later that “he must have gone out and bought a dozen of those things and swung them everywhere he went.”11

Bloomberg explained it this way: “I can tell you every part of my body, where it should be at every part of the swing. You can’t do a thousand calculations in a quarter of a second. That’s why it’s so hard, I think for me, to learn how to hit a golf ball.” He smiled, then added, “But I think engineering is a great background.”12

Bloomberg’s golf scores were never Olympian. Early in his effort, he shot 121. At nearly fifty strokes over par, bringing in a duffer’s score apparently increased his determination. But the fact that he admitted such a humiliating effort also helped confirm what many of his fellow golfers report after a round with Bloomberg.13 The man was scrupulous about counting every shot. No gimmies. No cheating allowed. Soon, his handicap index was a respectable 13 or sometimes 15.

Bloomberg loved hanging out with celebrities in the city at galas or a press conference, any media city event that featured Salma Hayek or Jennifer Lopez or Lady Gaga. But he also loved to play golf with the sport’s rock stars, like Tiger Woods, even if their scores were considerably different.

“What’s great about golf, it’s just you. If you play tennis, Roger Federer on the other side of the net, you will never return a serve. I can play against Tiger Woods, and he has nothing to do with me,” he said. “You’re playing your game. He’s playing his game. As long as you don’t slow anybody up, you have a fine time together.”

Those fine times apparently included games with Presidents Clinton, Obama, and even Donald Trump, the president whose scoring was the opposite of Bloomberg’s meticulous count-every-stroke version. (Former ESPN columnist Rick Reilly once said of Trump’s golf game that “when it comes to cheating, he’s an 11 on a scale of 1 to 10.”14)

During his years as mayor, Bloomberg’s enthusiasm for golf only increased, and city officials soon learned that if they wanted to interrupt his golfing plans, it had better be an emergency.15 He could focus on details about golf that would not seem to matter to such a busy man. For example, he wanted his favorite golf courses to flow from green to green with no interruptions from the outside—like a road cutting between fairways. After visiting the La Tourette Golf Course on Staten Island, for example, Bloomberg became concerned that golfers had to stop for traffic to get from one hole to the next. He wanted a signal, to give priority to golfers, even though traffic engineers resisted. In the end, six months after he left office, the city’s transportation department finally agreed to put up a flashing yellow light that turned red when golfers were trying to get across.16

Similarly, in 2016, Bloomberg slipped into the Southampton Town Hall on Long Island17 one day to try to talk officials into closing a road through the Shinnecock Hills Golf Club. The club is near Ballyshear, his sumptuous $20 million, thirty-five-acre estate in the Hamptons. The proposed rerouting of this road infuriated neighbors who enjoyed the scenic shortcut through the golf course, and when word got out, they bristled at Bloomberg’s interference. By 2018, the club and the town and Bloomberg had reached a compromise. The road would be closed only when the US Open was being played at Shinnecock, but would reopen after that busy week.18

To his golfing partners, Bloomberg did provide an inside glimpse of his character. They reported that he was intense about every swing and meticulous about his scorecard, but he was also funny, full of ribald jokes, making fun of their trips to the sand trap and his own visits to the rough. Mainly, for the restive Bloomberg, this was a rare tonic, a place where he could actually come as close as possible to relaxing before returning to his overloaded schedule at business, philanthropy, or his next round of political activism.
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BLOOMBERG’S BULLDOG

“New York is the safest big city in the nation.”

—Bloomberg, Washington Post, August 18, 2013

“It’s like burning down a house to rid it of mice.”1

—U.S. District Court Judge Shira Scheindlin on stop-and-frisk policies in the Bloomberg era

When Bloomberg took over as mayor in 2002, crime was one problem he figured he didn’t have. Rudy Giuliani, his predecessor, had vigorously attacked crime in the city for eight years, and the murder rate had dropped more than half—from 1,560 a year to 649, not counting 9/11. Giuliani had taken the fear out of daily life for most New Yorkers and visitors from around the world, and Bloomberg’s task was to find someone who could keep crime going down and also address the city’s heightened threat of terrorism.

The mayor elect picked Raymond Walter Kelly, a tough, thirty-year veteran of the NYPD, an educated man who had experience in Washington and on Wall Street. Plus, he had been police commissioner before, when David Dinkins was mayor.

Ray Kelly had the city in his bones. He grew up dodging cars to play stickball on Manhattan’s Upper West Side and learning the hard lessons of both Catholic school and the streets of New York City in the 1950s.2 He worked his way through Manhattan College (where a student commons building was named after him fifty years after he graduated). In his junior year he joined a police cadet corps—a paid opportunity to learn about the best and the worst of the city’s police force.

Five days after he was sworn in as a young city police officer, he took leave to join the marines. He married his teenage sweetheart, and after Vietnam, went back to the city police force. He got a law degree at night from St. John’s University (the late governor Mario Cuomo was one of his professors). As he moved up police ranks, he also earned a master’s degree in public administration at Harvard, then, after his time as police commissioner from 1992 to 1994, Kelly served under Clinton in the Treasury Department’s enforcement arm. Then he was head of global security at Bear Stearns.

Kelly also looked the part of the toughest cop in the nation’s biggest city. In public, he barely smiled, offering instead a thin-lipped Cagney grin. He was fit, a muscular barrel of a man whose buzz cut grew shorter with every decade. By the time he took over One Police Plaza for Bloomberg, the police commissioner was so trim in his custom-made suit, with his perfectly tied Charvet tie, his perpetually fresh handkerchief carefully tucked in a breast pocket, that even Bloomberg seemed a tad mussed by comparison. Jaw jutted as if always ready for a fight, Kelly looked so indestructible that the city’s headline writers quickly labeled him “Bloomberg’s Bulldog.”

Over twelve years, Bloomberg and Kelly would enjoy plenty of success keeping the city safe. Crime went down steadily. There were no more terrorist attacks—sixteen failed attempts, some caught by chance but most after considerable effort on the part of the police. And Bloomberg became the anti-gun mayor who would take his mission fighting to control the spread of guns to other states with lax controls and even to the powerful National Rifle Association.

Yet, that very battle against illegal guns left a deep scar on his mayoral legacy—a rise in street stops by police of hundreds of thousands of city youths, mostly black or Hispanic. To his critics, this was another racially charged police tactic, one so outrageous that a federal judge eventually ruled it unconstitutional. Bloomberg would defend his stop-and-frisk record even more vigorously as criticism became more intense, especially as he became more public about his political ambitions. For him, frisking young people for guns was, once again, a health matter. It was about saving lives.



When Kelly said yes instantly, to Bloomberg’s offer to return to his old job, he promised to work to keep the city safe, to curb crime and terrorism, and to improve relations with communities in high-crime areas, often blacks and Hispanics who had learned to distrust police under Giuliani. He called his mission “the three C’s”—Counterterrorism, Crime Fighting, and Community Relations.3 Bloomberg would celebrate how much Kelly succeeded in keeping crime down and blocking terrorist attacks. The question for the new mayor, the political neophyte, was how well he would stand up to a tough police commissioner if his methods of controlling the city became excessive.

Lowering the already low crime rate would be hard, but Kelly adopted and refined a workable system that his predecessor (and sometime adversary) William Bratton had established. Bratton had streamlined communication between the brass and the cop on the street. Bratton’s CompStat system pinpointed higher-crime areas that needed more police officers in order to prevent crime, not merely catch criminals after the fact.4

Kelly added security cameras to monitor the streets of the city, and he kept track of the details, bringing those numbers to the one-on-one meetings with the mayor, no aides, no extra ears, no pushback.5

The weekly police sheet suited the data-loving Bloomberg. One of Kelly’s regular collections ran 263 pages. It included details about quality-of-life arrests (76,000 arrests over the decade from 2001 to 2011), a graffiti database of 11,018 “chronic vandals,” and color photos of their “tags,” plus more serious concerns like the twenty-seven prisoners who escaped in 2010 and the way Chinese gangs trafficked in drugs like Ecstasy. It seemed that Mike Bloomberg had found his crime-fighting avatar.6

Fighting terrorism would be harder. New York City had plenty of alluring targets for anyone trying to kill and terrify Americans. Times Square. The Brooklyn Bridge. The Statue of Liberty. As Bloomberg put it, look in the pocket of any terrorist and you’ll find a map of New York City.7

From his Washington experience as undersecretary for enforcement at the Treasury Department, where he was responsible for the Secret Service and the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives, Kelly knew that New Yorkers could not count on Washington to protect them from terrorists. Where were they before 9/11, for example? Local police were not on the feds’ need-to-know lists, and the only way to get information from the big investigation networks was to trade with them—tidbit for tidbit. “I worked in Washington, remember?” Kelly would say later.8 So he decided he would have to protect the city with his own local version of the FBI and the CIA.

Bloomberg relished the idea of creating the city’s own intelligence operation—especially when Kelly managed to nab a thirty-five-year veteran of the Central Intelligence Agency, David Cohen. Here was a spy’s spy, and he now would be running New York City’s secretive intelligence operation. At the press conference announcing the new intelligence squad, reporters trying to get a little biographical information asked Cohen his age. He replied that he was between twenty-eight and seventy.9 Cohen hired seven hundred police officers who spoke fifty languages and dialects—from Egyptian Arabic and Farsi to Spanish spoken in Mexico and the Caribbean.10

During the Bloomberg-Kelly years, terrorists failed at sixteen attempts to attack the city. Part was luck, like the time a T-shirt vendor in Times Square saw smoke coming out of an SUV and called over a cop on horseback. The streets were cleared almost immediately, and the car, which failed to explode, gave investigators clues they needed to find the driver and examine his methods.11

Other attempts failed because Kelly and his intelligence squad had prepared for the likes of Iyman Faris, a sleeper al-Qaeda agent. Faris wanted to destroy the Brooklyn Bridge—more than 100,000 vehicles a day; 8,000 people on bikes, skates, and running shoes; lovers posing for historic mementos and people in wheelchairs enjoying the spectacle. Kelly got word about the threat and had police officers crawling over the bridge, “the Godzilla bridge” as some of the al-Qaeda terrorists referred to it in intercepted emails. And when Faris spotted Kelly’s forces, he abandoned his mission, emailing his handlers in Pakistan that “The weather is too hot.”12 Faris was caught and eventually sentenced to twenty years in prison.13



Kelly’s success soon came with its detractors. His “Demographics Unit” was designed to track people who had been to Pakistan or other areas suspected of fomenting terrorism. Officers in plain clothes went to mosques looking for potential terrorists and listening for radical rhetoric—a tactic that drew intense criticism from the Muslim community. Kelly later bristled at the criticism. “We’d get leads,” he said, “and we’d follow them there. If they went into a mosque, we’d follow them. If they went into St. Patrick’s Cathedral, we’d follow them.”14

Likewise, when Kelly’s surveillance teams began monitoring student websites in the northeast, the president of Yale protested that spying on Muslim students was “antithetical to the values of Yale.” Bloomberg scoffed in response. “Of course, we’re going to look at anything that’s publicly available, in the public domain. We have an obligation to do so, and it is to protect the very things that let Yale survive.”15

Bloomberg supported Kelly in pursuing terrorists, even into the mosques. But the mayor also made it clear repeatedly that he did not want New Yorkers—or any Americans, for that matter—to single out Muslims for the murderers among them. Other religions had murderers as well.

In one of the most forceful examples of his unswerving support of religious freedoms, Bloomberg defended the building of an Islamic center to offer interfaith meetings near the World Trade Center site. Some of those who lost family members in the attacks were horrified since the attackers had been radical Muslims. The proposal ignited an outcry from conservatives like Newt Gingrich. “Nazis don’t have the right to put up a sign next to the Holocaust Museum in Washington,” Gingrich huffed.16 If that comment was not ugly enough, Mark Williams, a Tea Party conservative, called the project a monument “for the worship of the terrorists’ monkey god.”17

Such bigotry infuriated Bloomberg. He quickly spoke out in favor of the developer of the center, Imam Feisal Abdul Rauf, whose goal was to create a place for people of different religions to talk with each other. Plus, Bloomberg, the businessman, believed strongly in the imam’s right to build a religious center on his own property.18

The mayor’s most powerful response to the anti-Muslim crowd came on August 3, 2010,19 when he gave a speech on Governors Island with an array of city officials and religious leaders around him. With the Statue of Liberty pointedly as background, Bloomberg made a passionate plea for Americans to understand how basic are the nation’s freedoms of—and from—religion. He cited the Flushing Remonstrance of 1657, when a group in Queens petitioned the Dutch governor Peter Stuyvesant to allow Quakers to set up a house of worship. Stuyvesant had them arrested. But their effort began the long and crucial trek to religious freedom and property rights in an increasingly diverse New York City. As Bloomberg said of the Islamic center, “The simple fact is this building is private property, and the owners have a right to use the building as a house of worship.”

More pointedly, when the city’s police and firefighters scrambled into the World Trade Center towers to help people on 9/11, more than four hundred of those first responders died trying to save people. “Not one of them asked, ‘What God do you pray to?’ ” Bloomberg said. “ ‘What beliefs do you hold?’ ”20



As an unseasoned politician, Michael Bloomberg had an unexpectedly rough introduction to the gun control issue. At one campaign stop early in his 2001 campaign, a potential voter asked Bloomberg about the Second Amendment. He paused. “And that one is?” he asked before aides frantically whisked him away for a quick reminder about the constitutional amendment that gives “the right of the people to keep and bear arms.”21

Then, as mayor, the first time an off-duty police detective was stabbed and died in the hospital, it was a weekend (March 31, 2002) when Bloomberg was out of town. His aides crassly suggested to reporters that he did not go to the hospital or meet the family right away because this was some of the mayor’s well-deserved and fiercely protected private time. And, they added, that he had only been out of pocket three of the last thirteen weekends. Ed Skyler, his communications honcho, then compounded the error. “Mayor Bloomberg agrees with the 80 percent of New Yorkers who feel he’s entitled to a personal life.”22

But with each later trip to the hospital, each wrenching call to the family, each visit to people keening over police officers who were shot or a youth shot by police officers, Bloomberg grew steadily more concerned about the deadly abuse of guns in America. He learned that the illegal guns killing his New Yorkers came from states where anybody with the money could buy a deadly weapon. By the time he was reelected to his second term, Bloomberg had declared the lax gun culture “our most urgent challenge,” adding that “we will not rest until we secure all of the tools we need to protect New Yorkers from the scourge of illegal guns.”23

Guns were a health issue, he would argue. Yes, smoking killed people. Fat and sugar killed people. But guns, which were protected by the zealous lobbyists from the National Rifle Association, killed thirty thousand people a year. Nobody bucked the NRA then and got away with it, Bloomberg was told. They proudly killed off political careers like ducks in a carnival shooting gallery. Go against the NRA and somebody would almost always mention Jack Brooks. Brooks, a Texas Democrat, had been an NRA stalwart for forty years until he voted for a crime bill that included an assault weapons ban. The NRA defeated him a few months later. When members of Congress considered gun control measures, somebody would quietly whisper the name of Jack Brooks.

Bloomberg was more than ready to fight this political Goliath that most in Washington were too scared to challenge. And he would increasingly call on mayors in other cities in the next decades to tackle such problems that Washington couldn’t manage to solve.

On a fine April day in 2006, Bloomberg gathered fourteen other mayors at Gracie Mansion to support a simple, straightforward message: “Stand up to fight against illegal guns.” Inside the historic mayor’s home and against a backdrop of American flags, Bloomberg had seemed subdued that morning as he read prepared remarks to begin the conference. Then the mayors moved outside onto the lush front lawn to meet the press and sign their proclamation.

Before the cameras and the microphones, Bloomberg suddenly shifted from dutiful administrator to passionate advocate. He was no longer reading a script; he was a man on a mission. Squinting into the full April sun and a nest of cameras, he reminded reporters that while Washington dawdled, the mayors had to make “that terrible call that a member of your family was killed by guns. And what do you say?” he asked. “That we didn’t have the courage to stand up and do something about it?” His face was hard and he shook his head slightly, signaling a barely contained anger as he raised his voice for the cameras. Finally, he offered what sometimes served as his strongest admonition against a public wrong: “Shame on us if we don’t do something about it.”

A lot of that shame belonged in Washington, of course. Congress was throwing up roadblocks, writing NRA-friendly laws that made it harder to track down illegal guns or even analyze the gun data. “One of these laws goes so far as to say that the only ways that data can be shared in this day and age is on microfiche,” Bloomberg fumed. “I don’t know if anybody makes a microfiche reader anymore,” said the billionaire mayor from the data industry. “That is deliberately designed to keep the police departments of this country from getting the information they need to protect the police officers, to protect the public, to get guns off the streets.”24

One statistic kept driving the issue home to the mayor: 82 percent of the illegal guns recovered on the streets of New York were sold from outside the state. For the “iron pipeline,” as law enforcement experts called it, guns could be easily bought in, say, Georgia or Virginia, and driven up I-95 to be sold at a hefty profit on the streets of New York.

One way to clog the pipeline, the mayor and his legal team figured, was to sue the people who were selling these guns to people who had not passed the background checks. But how to find out where people were buying these guns and bringing them into the state illegally? Bloomberg’s anti-gun squad decided to run their own sting operation—so secret that they slipped across state borders without telling state officials or the federal government.

Bloomberg and Kelly dispatched private investigators in teams of two, to see if they could make purchases illegally. One undercover officer about the gun, how it worked, what it could be used for. The gun was clearly for that buyer. But his partner was the one who filled out the required forms in order to pass the background check.

In May 2006, Bloomberg filed a federal lawsuit against fifteen “rogue gun dealers” in Georgia, Ohio, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, and Virginia. Over a six-year period—1994 to 2001—more than five hundred guns recovered after crimes in New York City had been traced to these fifteen dealers.25 Within a few months, six of the fifteen dealers agreed to settle with the city and allow a special monitor to oversee their records and inspect their inventories. Then, in December 2006, the Bloomberg team sued twelve more gun dealers in the same five states.26 (Some of the dealers countersued, but those cases ended in settlements or losses on appeal.)27

There was another side to the story, of course—the dealers who bought those guns and sold them illegally in the city. One such merchant was an aspiring rapper named Matthew Best. If a good rapper raps about the real life around him, Best couldn’t help boasting about his sideline business. At one point on Instagram, he bragged about “packing more guns than the Air Force.” And he couldn’t resist crowing about his illicit loot. He flashed one picture of his own hand clutching a wad of $100 bills. As it turned out, others besides his rap fans were watching.

One of the rapper’s collaborators brought guns in from North and South Carolina, packing as many as fourteen at a time in an old zebra-striped suitcase. The middleman transported the cache by “Chinatown bus,” for years the cheapest way to travel from the South to New York City. Then, out of his makeshift recording studio, Best sold his contraband guns. Eventually Best and eighteen others were nabbed and the NYPD brought in a total of 254 illegal weapons, many of them courtesy of Best’s Instagram account.28, 29 Bloomberg exulted in what he called the largest gun seizure in city history.

These stings and subsequent arrests and lawsuits infuriated some state officials who had failed to catch the gunrunners. After Bloomberg accused Virginia’s then attorney general Robert McDonnell of defending “rogue gun dealers,” McDonnell warned the mayor that any more sub-rosa operations in Virginia would be violating a new state law enacted by his legislature precisely to combat Bloomberg’s meddling in the local gun business. “It’s not the job of the mayor of New York to enforce the criminal laws of Virginia,” said McDonnell (who eventually became governor, then was convicted of corruption for taking lavish vacations, a costly Rolex watch, and other goodies from a businessman selling dietary supplements, and finally was given a reprieve by the U.S. Supreme Court).30

Lawyers at the federal Bureau of Alcohol,Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives were also miffed at Bloomberg’s unorthodox methods. When the city sent its findings to the bureau, the result was not only an investigation of the dealers. Federal officers and a few state officials began to investigate Bloomberg’s operatives, who had essentially broken the law to prove it was so easily breakable. The result was little more than a scolding by government lawyers. But the Justice Department offered a stern reminder that there are “potential legal liabilities” when private investigators break the law, even to prove their point publicly.31

This was the kind of political fight that would have most elected officials cowering in fear of the backlash from donors, the NRA, and a few rabid gun owners, if not the actual voters. Instead, it energized Michael Bloomberg. He presided at press briefings trumpeting his team’s interstate successes like the proud father of a revolution.



Kelly’s third promise—to improve the department’s relations with local communities, especially blacks and Hispanics—would start off well as he visited churches or mosques to erase the anger over the Giuliani years. He marched in the West Indian Day Parade and the Puerto Rican Day Parade, among others.32 The police sponsored cricket and soccer leagues. He had a new unit that reported directly to him about issues, especially in rougher areas or in ethic enclaves. And he worked to increase the number of police officers who came from these diverse communities.33

That goodwill began to sour, especially in black and Hispanic communities, as Kelly’s officers increasingly misused and overused an established police tactic officially called “stop, question, and frisk.” In 1968, the Supreme Court ruled in Terry v. Ohio that if a police officer sees unusual conduct, which leads that officer to reasonably conclude there may be criminal activity, the person may be stopped. And if the officer has reason to fear the suspect may pose a danger, then the officer is allowed to frisk, or pat down, the suspect. And if that frisk suggests a weapon is present, then a full search is allowed. These Terry Stops, as they were known, were soon adopted widely as a policing tool. But the standard was a “reasonable suspicion” or “specific reasonable inferences,” not merely “inarticulate hunches.”34

The practice was “a basic tool” for police work, according to Giuliani’s police commissioner, William Bratton,35 but it had to be done by the book. Under Kelly, the number of “street stops,” as he called them, rose from 97,296 in 2002 to a high of 685,724 in 2011, down to 191,851 as he left in 2013.36 The stops occurred in higher-crime neighborhoods, and most of those affected—by both the crime and the police actions—were blacks and Hispanics. More than half of the people who were stopped were also frisked,37 and yet, overall, 88 percent resulted in no further action. In only 1.5 percent of the stops did police find an illegal weapon (including about 4,400 guns that were then taken off the streets).38

For Bloomberg, the policy made sense. It was not about race, he argued; it was about behavior. It was about identifying offenders in high- crime areas. Reduce the number of illegal guns on the streets and a reduction in the number of shootings and murders would follow. At one point, Bloomberg argued that anybody in America “has a right to walk down the street without being targeted by the police because of his or her race or ethnicity. At the same time, every American has a right to walk down the street without getting mugged or killed. Both are civil liberties,” he wrote in 2013.39 Despite such arguments, the mayor failed to recognize the power of the complaints or realize that the phrase “stop-and-frisk” would become shorthand for the biggest hole in an otherwise imposing record at city hall.

The tactic had moved over the Bloomberg years from “a necessary tool,” as Kelly once described the standard, Supreme Court–approved practice, to a disturbing overreach in the name of crime prevention. And the numbers of these frisks only dropped after criticism became intense and a detailed federal lawsuit began gaining power through the courts.

In June 2012, Bloomberg made an important visit to the First Baptist Church of Brownsville, in one of the higher-crime areas of Brooklyn, to list the ways his administration had worked, and often succeeded, in trying to lower crime in black and Hispanic neighborhoods. Bloomberg said that many of those young men who felt abused by police were right to be angry. “I would be angry as well,” he told parishioners.40

Bloomberg acknowledged that morning that many in the black and Hispanic communities wanted him to end stop-and-frisk (one of the few lines that day that drew applause from his mostly African American audience), but he borrowed a well-worn phrase from President Clinton and promised to mend stop-and-frisk, not end it in high-crime areas. He outlined ways police would be retrained and how details of the frisks would be shared more widely at the police department and city hall. “As long as I’m mayor, we will not choose between safety and civility,” he promised.41

Bloomberg publicly defended Kelly time and again, but “after much internal discussion,” as one aide described a few meetings between the mayor and the commissioner without elaboration, Bloomberg told Kelly his people needed to do a better job on the city’s roughest streets. Indeed, the stops went down slightly to 532,000 for the year 2012.

Still, Bloomberg continued to support Kelly publicly; that kind of loyalty was a key tenet in the Bloomberg code. One particularly unapologetic version of Bloomberg’s defense of stop-and-frisk came when he had been out of office more than a year. Bloomberg was speaking at a forum in Aspen, Colorado. The Aspen Institute refused to release the transcript or video of the speech, insisting that Bloomberg’s people wanted it kept private. A young journalist, Karl Herchenroeder, then of the Aspen Times, had taped the event, and here is how the former mayor described his record on stop-and-frisk that evening:

He began by explaining why he felt stop-and-frisk was necessary.

“It’s controversial,” he said, “but the first thing is all of your—95 percent of your murders and murderers and murder victims—fit one MO. You can just take the description, Xerox it, and pass it out to all of the cops.”

The perpetrators and victims are mostly male—blacks and Hispanics, aged fifteen to thirty-five, he said. And that profile was true in “virtually every American city.” The idea, he explained, was that to keep this group alive, you needed to take away their guns.

“The psychologists say that they think they are going to get killed anyway because all their friends are getting killed. So they just don’t have any long-term focus. It’s a joke to have a gun. It’s a joke to pull the trigger,” he told the Colorado audience.

While he was being criticized for stopping and frisking these young people, he emphasized that they were also trying to keep them out of jail. “We brought down the incarceration rate by a third,” he said. “You send a young kid to jail. We don’t correct them, although we call it a correction department. We teach them how to be a worse person. And [after] about two or three times, he really does have a gun and starts killing people.”

Instead of jail, he said, he put more cops in those neighborhoods where the crime is, “and the first thing you can do for people is stop them getting killed.

“And the way you get the guns off the street is you throw them up against the wall and you frisk them. And these kids don’t wanna get caught so they don’t bring the gun,” he concluded. “They may still have a gun but they leave it at home.”42

Kelly would make much the same case, although far less dramatically. Their argument, bared to its essence, was this: Stop-and-frisk was not about racial profiling. It was about looking at the data and going to the places where the crimes were being committed—in black and Hispanic neighborhoods—and trying to stop crimes before they happened. It was about public health, saving lives.



U.S. District Court Judge Shira Scheindlin would see it altogether differently. In 2008,43 a group of black and Hispanic residents charged Bloomberg and Kelly with unreasonable searches and seizures and the right to due process. The case—Floyd, et al. v. City of New York, et al.—was amended and challenged and updated over the years. Eventually Judge Scheindlin issued a searing, 198-page ruling in mid-August 2013.44 She wrote that the Bloomberg administration’s version of stop-and-frisk violated the constitutional rights of minorities because police targeted black and Hispanic youths. She made the point that between 2004 and mid-2012, city police stopped 4.4 million people—about 83 percent of them black or Hispanic. About half of those who were stopped were also frisked, but weapons were found on only 1.5 percent, she noted. Supporters of Bloomberg responded that even using her numbers, that meant the city police had found 33,000 weapons.

The court record included details that Bloomberg and Kelly should have dealt with years earlier. In 2009, for example, one NYPD officer was so disturbed by the increase in harassment of these mostly young males that he wrote a letter to his commanding officer. The letter said, in part, that the police were “handcuffing kids for no reason. They [superiors] would just tell us handcuff them. And boss, why are we handcuffing them? Just handcuff them. We’ll make up a charge later. Some of those kids weren’t doing anything. Some of those kids were just walking home (from school).”45 Judge Scheindlin’s opinion was full of such painful stories—some from innocent people standing outside or really doing nothing extraordinary. Yet they were stopped, frisked, and demeaned, she wrote. The judge made it clear that “universal suspicion,” especially about blacks and Hispanics, was destructive of the society and the individual. As she put it, borrowing a phrase from columnist Charles Blow, “It’s like burning down a house to rid it of mice.”46

When the Scheindlin decision came out, a furious Mike Bloomberg responded—nowhere did she mention the number of lives saved, he said indignantly. The decision was based on the flimsiest of evidence, he argued, and it was “pretty clear from the start” that she was going to deny the city a fair trial.47

Judge Scheindlin’s ruling helped limit a policy that had gone haywire. Even Kelly recognized that it was a tool, “not a panacea.”48 But the Bloomberg lawyers were ready to appeal, and a few months later Scheindlin was removed from the case by a federal appeals panel for a lack of impartiality—mainly for her encouragement to lawyers to file the lawsuit and to the media.49 But when the court failed to throw out her actual ruling, the Bloomberg attorneys continued their appeal. That was in the last months of Bloomberg’s last term, and when his Democratic successor, Bill de Blasio, arrived, he quickly abandoned efforts to overturn the Scheindlin ruling on stop-and-frisk and promised to end Kelly’s version during his time in city hall.

Kelly’s response was curt: “People will lose their lives as a result.”50 In short, maybe they were humiliated, but they were still breathing. Their argument would lose much of its force as data provided by Kelly’s successors listed far fewer Terry Stops, and the crime rate still kept going down in New York City anyway.

There were other excesses by Kelly’s police force. When Bloomberg held the Republican convention in 2004, Kelly’s troops rounded up more than 1,800 protestors. Many were demonstrating against the Iraq War, but some of those arrested were just watching or failing to move out of the way. The city faced more than six hundred claims of abuse by those arrested and eventually paid out about $18 million to settle those cases as Bloomberg left office.51

Far more serious were what some civil rights advocates called the “manufactured misdemeanors” mostly of black and Hispanic youths. The law allowed possession of a small amount of marijuana as long as it was not out in public. Some officers would stop youths and order them to empty their pockets. If marijuana came out, many were then arrested for having their weed “in public.” Many of these charges were dismissed by the courts, but they could also bring a $500 fine and three months in jail. For too many people caught in this unfair practice, it meant loss of job prospects, going to the military, even for a cab license.52 More than fifty thousand people were arrested in 2010 alone for possession of small amounts of marijuana before Commissioner Kelly issued an explicit order not to use such tricks. Displaying the drug must be an “activity undertaken of the subject’s own volition,” he decreed. The mandate almost halved the number of arrests overnight.53

Overall, Kelly fulfilled Bloomberg’s mandate: the city was indeed safer after Kelly’s twelve years as his commissioner. Crime kept going down, eventually by a record 32 percent from 2001 to 2013, according to the city’s official crime statistics. And Bloomberg noted that the crime drop did not come because more people were imprisoned; the incarceration rate also dropped by 36 percent.

Bloomberg would continue to face criticism for allowing policies like Kelly’s version of stop-and-frisk to continue for so long, but even years later he would defend those efforts as a way to save lives, especially black and Hispanic lives. During his time, the murder rates did go down. There were 587 homicides the year he took over in 2002, and 332 as he left in 2013. It was still too many, but the drop in crime allowed Bloomberg to brag that, under his watch, New York was “the safest big city in the nation.”54
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THE FORGOTTEN ISLAND

“You send a young kid to jail, you don’t ‘correct’ them. You teach them how to be a worse person.”

—Michael Bloomberg, 2015

As Manhattan shimmered in the distance, the tiny island once overrun with horse manure and garbage from New York City festered in the East River. Just a few hundred yards offshore between the Bronx and Queens, Rikers Island housed one of the most notorious jails in America. With room for fifteen thousand prisoners, the inmates on Rikers spent their days trying to survive the guards, the gangs, and a blatantly unfair judicial system that kept many behind bars because they did not have enough money to post bail while they waited for a judge to hear their case.

The very name Rikers provoked nightmares for many New Yorkers who knew anything about the place. If there are some spots that retain the ghastly fetor after years of grief and iniquity, Rikers is one of them. The island itself was named for the Rycken, or Riker, family. Richard Riker, a prominent nineteenth-century lawyer, state attorney general, and city politician, became known as a supporter of the “Kidnapping Club.” The club was a group of brigands who encouraged the capturing of free blacks on the streets of New York City, including children taken from their schoolrooms, to be sold in the South as slaves.1

After the Rikers sold the island to the city for $180,000 in 1884 (around $4.6 million in 2019 dollars),2 it became the dumping ground for city refuse that was eventually used as a landfill. As a result, the island expanded over the years from just under 90 acres to 415 by the 1930s, when it eventually became a jail, then a series of jails.3 It became the place to put away the unwanted, the criminal, and too often the mentally ill. The dreaded complex housed those who were lost for months and sometimes years waiting to go to trial. And those torturous hours on Rikers convinced too many inmates to confess to almost anything in order to get out or to serve a longer term at a prison upstate or go home with a new criminal record.

As mayor, Bloomberg talked about how the jails did not “correct” anyone, even though his department was labeled Correction. “You send a young kid to jail, you don’t ‘correct’ them,” he said after he left office. “You teach them how to be a worse person.”4

He could boast that the city’s incarceration rate during his time had hit an all-time low—declining by 36 percent between 2001 and 2012, or by almost 20,000 people, while the national rate grew by 3 percent.5 Bloomberg favored programs that reduced the prison population, replacing Rikers with sentences to community service, day custody for misdemeanors, and treatment for non-felony drug abusers. The emphasis was on crime prevention, not incarceration, and on giving judges greater latitude to grant pretrial release.

But for those sent to Rikers, it was another story.6

When Bloomberg took over as mayor, the city’s sixteen jails, including Rikers, seemed under control. His first commissioner of correction, William J. Fraser, a rare holdover from the Giuliani years, was considered a reasonable choice, but within a year Fraser was out after reports of corruption within his administration.7

Bloomberg then passed the job to his parole commissioner, Martin Horn, who had been chief operating officer for New York State’s parole division and later served as Pennsylvania’s secretary of corrections. Horn would add the jail network to his other job overseeing parolees in early 2003. And by tradition, Bloomberg announced the news to the media and then whispered to Horn, “Don’t fuck it up.” Horn managed the jails from up close. He stayed around. As he once put it, “Managing a prison or jail is like tending a garden. If you don’t weed it every day, the weeds take over.8

“The mayor never told me to back down. He never interfered,” Horn said years later. That could have been Bloomberg’s well-advertised management system—you hire good people, then you let them do their jobs. But in this case, Bloomberg was also focused elsewhere—banning tobacco, righting the economy, and instituting such reforms as 311. “I never got the sense that this was really an area he wanted to delve into. It was not on his list of priorities,” Horn said.9 Rikers was, once again, the forgotten island.



Fortunately, Mayor Giuliani had appointed his criminologist and budget expert, Michael Jacobson, as the city’s correction commissioner in 1995 when Rikers was known as “a hoodlum counter-city within the city.”10 To identify inmates and guards causing trouble, Jacobson used data much like the CompStat system used by police. He also ramped up activities in the jails to keep inmates occupied. When he began, there were more than one thousand slashings or stabbings a year—a crucial number because inmates can usually hide a fight or even a rape, but it’s a lot harder to keep an open wound from the authorities. By the time Giuliani’s team left,11 “the jailhouses were as under control as the nature of the beast allowed,” as city historian Chris McNickle wrote in 2017, and the number of slashings and stabbings stayed down for Bloomberg’s first term.

Horn felt Rikers had been “stabilized”12 in those early years, but soon the number of attacks began growing again.13 While the drop in the number of prisoners at Rikers and other city jails was good news, across the river in city hall, officials felt they could reduce the budget and staff on the island. For overworked correction officers facing gang members or the mentally ill, it was an almost perfect recipe for trouble at the massive complex.14

Bloomberg left Horn to deal with the problems at Rikers during his six years as correction commissioner. Horn appeared at press conferences, but he said that Bloomberg only called him personally about Rikers on two occasions. The first time was not about problems at the jails. It was about Canadian geese.

Rikers is in the flight patterns of LaGuardia Airport, and the geese grazing on the island were always viewed as a potential hazard. (A skein of geese would later bring down a US Airways flight on a cold January day in 2009. Captain Chesley “Sully” Sullenberger would become a national hero for landing on the Hudson and managing to save all of his passengers.)15

On the phone to Horn one day early in his new job at correction, Bloomberg explained that he was going to an event where the animal rights groups had planned to protest the killing of Canadian geese. Are we killing the geese on Rikers Island, he asked? Horn said his staff was trapping the geese for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. “When we turn them over to the feds, they’re alive.” Horn remembered telling the mayor that “You can say we’re not killing any geese. Whether the feds kill ’em, I can’t say.”16

The second call from the mayor was in 2009 when a sudden outbreak of the flu appeared to be so dangerous that Norman Seabrook, then the arrogant, bullying leader of the correction workers’ union, wanted to close the jails to avoid spreading the flu to his workers. Seabrook,17 who had endorsed Bloomberg in his first two elections in 2001 and 2005, had already made a name for himself by repeatedly threatening to disrupt the jails and the court system if he did not get his way.18 He boasted to commissioners about his access to the mayor—that he, not they, could get Bloomberg on his personal cell phone.

Seabrook saw another opportunity to throw his weight around over the flu, and Horn was furious. No way are you closing the jails, Horn stressed as he called the city health commissioner and asked him to talk Seabrook down. When that didn’t work, Horn called his top city deputy to warn her that Seabrook was “on a rip.”

That night, he got that second call from Bloomberg. According to Horn, the mayor simply said, “Marty, Norman Seabrook is the easiest guy in the world to manage. You just gotta kiss his ass.”19 Horn managed to keep the jails open during the flu, but he would resign a short time later. It was not just the call, he said, it was that he was tired and the mayor was running for a third term. Horn had also lost too many budget battles with city hall, and some of the guards had organized inmate gangs to help maintain order. “The Program,” the guards called it.20 When an eighteen-year-old inmate named Christopher Robinson refused to cooperate, the gangs run by the guards beat him to death.21 (Two guards would eventually go to prison, and the city would pay $2 million to the Robinson family.)22, 23 Horn quit to join the criminal justice faculty at John Jay College in New York City. “I was spent,” he said later.

Horn’s replacement, Dora Schriro, an experienced correction officer, had run the correction facilities in Missouri and Arizona and spent a year as an administrator at the Department of Homeland Security. During her four years as commissioner—in Bloomberg’s last term—Rikers, once again, began to seethe with violence. The numbers of stabbings and slashings in city jails went up even as the inmate population went down. In 2009, there were twenty-five such incidents; forty-eight in 2010; thirty-five in 2011; seventy-three in 2012; seventy-three in 2013 (and ninety the year after Bloomberg left, in 2014).24



It took a U.S. prosecutor to catalog some of the ugliest ways that Rikers guards were treating prisoners—especially the younger ones. As Bloomberg left office, Preet Bharara, then the powerful U.S. attorney found that there was such a “culture of violence” against teenage inmates that Rikers had become like something out of Lord of the Flies.25

The details of Bharara’s report on the years 2011 to 2013 are horrifying. One young man fell asleep in a class and was then dragged into the hallway and beaten so viciously he was crying for his mother. For these younger inmates, aged sixteen to eighteen, guards were rarely punished for pulling them into some corner, out of range of the prison’s video cameras. The guards would often yell “Stop resisting,” even if the inmate was subdued or had never resisted at all. That way the guard could argue self-protection as part of a flimsy reporting process that seldom resulted in any discipline or loss of status. In one year (FY 2012), guards used violence 517 times to subdue youthful inmates in two facilities that housed a total of 791 adolescents. There were 1,059 injuries reported during that period.26

The most famous case involved a sixteen-year-old African American named Kalief Browder, who was charged with being one of a group that stole a backpack. Browder denied he was involved, but because he had a previous record for taking a truck on a joyride, the judge set his bail at $3,000. That was far too much for his family to pay which meant the youth was automatically sent to Rikers to await trial. Browder stayed in pretrial detention at Rikers for three agonizing years. He repeatedly protested his innocence and refused to plead guilty to get out of Rikers. He was savagely beaten by guards and other inmates and spent much of his time in solitary confinement—a teenager alone in a cell twenty-three hours a day. Eventually, charges were dropped, but Browder was thoroughly broken.27 He had tried several times in Rikers to commit suicide. In 2015, at home, he succeeded.28 His story in the New Yorker magazine finally prodded the city to do away with solitary confinement for the youngest inmates. And it helped expand some efforts to deal with the widespread mental problems that plagued as many as half of those caught in the hell of Rikers Island. As for the arbitrary and often unfair system of requiring cash bail that punishes the poor, that was like a lot of reforms for New Yorkers—it would be stuck in the state legislature in Albany for another four years.29



Norman Seabrook continued to protect guards, even when they brutally abused prisoners. One particular incident toward the end of the mayor’s third term finally ignited the full Bloomberg outrage. An inmate had charged guards with assaulting him and a rare court date was finally set. On the day when the inmate was scheduled to appear in court, Seabrook’s guards suddenly declared all prison buses unsafe, and they refused to transport more than seven hundred prisoners anywhere,30 even for medical care. When Bloomberg heard about it, he was furious and called for legal action against the guards. When an aide worried about what Seabrook would think, Bloomberg reportedly pounded the table and shouted, “I don’t give a shit. Take him to court. File charges. Do it.”31 The outcome was less than helpful. The guards accused of attacking the prisoner were found not guilty. And the city’s effort to punish the union went almost nowhere. After guards were docked two days’ pay, the union paid them back.32 (Years after Bloomberg left office, Seabrook would be found guilty of accepting a $100,000 kickback for investing $20 million of the union’s pension money in a hedge fund in 2014 that went bust.33 In 2019, he was sentenced to fifty-eight months in prison.)

Bloomberg and his commissioners found no long-term solutions to the Rikers problem, but he would try at least one innovative way to deal with young people who kept returning again and again to the courts and the dreaded Rikers system. Bloomberg offered private investors a sort of wager, in what was believed to be New York’s first “social impact bond” that would allow the wealthy to gamble on a city reform. In this case, Goldman Sachs would put up $7.2 million to pay for several programs designed to keep 10 percent of the troubled teenagers from returning to Rikers. Bloomberg added $6 million through his philanthropies, in part as a guarantee to Goldman in case the program failed. The city taxpayers would only pay the full bill if the program succeeded.34

Bloomberg’s experiment failed to work, at least in the way he tried it in New York. Three years into the project, the Vera Institute of Justice ruled that the program “did not reduce recidivism (by 10 percent as required) and therefore did not meet the pre-defined threshold of success.”35 Bloomberg Philanthropies paid the $6 million guarantee to Goldman. Goldman lost $1.2 million on the deal—barely a blip for both enterprises. More important, it was free for the city’s taxpayers, and advocates still saw possibilities for future social impact bonds.

For the unfortunates at Rikers, the social impact bond was simply another experiment gone wrong. And even with the number of prisoners steadily decreasing, the place continued to be dangerous and unforgiving. Linda Gibbs, who was Bloomberg’s deputy mayor for health and human services, which included Rikers, once simply shook her head when she was asked what should have been done about the island. “It should be closed,” she said long after Bloomberg had left city hall.36 Bloomberg’s successor soon promised to close Rikers in ten years (after he left office),37 thus, once again, handing off this inmate purgatory to some future New York City mayor.
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THE CITY GROWS UP AND UP

“Government’s role is not to command, but to catalyze, not to dictate development but to create the conditions that will allow it to take place.”

—Bloomberg to British conservatives, 20071

The Conservative Party of Great Britain welcomed Michael Bloomberg like a superstar when he spoke at their annual conference in the seaside resort town of Blackpool. They laughed at his jokes, like the one about how an American can’t speak in Britain without quoting Churchill, in his case, twice that day. He also made a prescient comment then in late 2007, about how the global economy was sliding into bad times because of our “borrowing bacchanalia.” A year later, the Great Recession hit and, as he predicted, the world suffered a massive economic meltdown.

There was more tucked into that speech than old jokes and savvy forecasts, however. Bloomberg also gave a very telling explanation of how he saw his role as mayor, how he believed in government unlike many in his financial stratum. He did not think government should be dismantled like some of his Republican friends. He thought government should actually work.2

A few of his goals were standard for city leaders. A mayor’s first duty is to provide a decent quality of life—that includes protection from crime and terrorism, clean streets and decent schools, and regular garbage pickup. Second, the public’s money must be kept safe, and the budget must be balanced with a good bit tucked away for the inevitable bad turn in the economy.

Still, the real meat for that conservative audience was in the third and fourth items on his list. His third task, he said, was to “unleash and incentivize the private sector.” And finally, he wanted to lay the groundwork, sometimes literally, for houses and offices for the masses of people who were steadily moving into the cities, especially his own.

From the first day of his tenure, Bloomberg had touted New York like a cheerleader, projecting that one million more people would live and work in the city by 2030. The question, of course, was where? Building to prepare for a bulging city was fuel for the economy, and Bloomberg would help create the beginnings of a building boom that would continue long after he left office. “Government’s role is not to command but to catalyze,” he stressed that day in England, “not to dictate development but to create the conditions that will allow it to take place.”3

The business community in New York, much like the British conservatives in Blackpool, applauded such talk. Developers wanted the mayor to build public amenities like his new subway line to the underdeveloped West Side of Manhattan and to hand out fat tax benefits or low-interest bonds, to get rid of complicated and restrictive zoning and then, basically, move out of the way. For the builders and the architects and the construction workers of New York, Michael Bloomberg was their kind of guy.

While Bloomberg saw his job as something of a layup shot for the developers in his city, he would also demand environmental protections. His elaborate PlaNYC in 2007 was an outline for such progress. He also wanted the city to return to its waterfront, by converting the wharfs and old ports into parks and clusters of housing and businesses with access to the shore.

Plus, Bloomberg was a strong believer in the power of capitalism and the wisdom of the markets. He enjoyed their rewards personally, and he argued that business—from start-up entrepreneurs to giant corporations like Google—made a city thrive. They helped with entry-level jobs to bring people out of poverty. Better businesses gave the middle class jobs for the necessary stability and even provided the wealthy with the means—ideally—to pay city taxes or, at the very least, to spend money on local luxuries.



For decades New York City seemed off-limits for big, grandiose projects after “master builder” Robert Moses had bulldozed too many areas after the Depression and World War II, all in the name of progress. Moses lost power by 1968 and died in 1981,4 but the city was slow in regaining its building muscle. Mayor Koch managed an important affordable housing program and other commercial developments to lure businesses around the city, and David Dinkins helped re-create a bustling Times Square, but every move to develop a part of the city was excruciatingly slow and difficult.

Bloomberg and his development team worked hard to defy what many saw as the Moses curse.5 By the time he left office, developers had either built or started or proposed massive projects in every borough. There were alluring new parks around the Brooklyn Bridge and the High Line, Manhattan’s elevated park, Hunters Point in Queens, and the High Bridge linking Harlem to the Bronx, and even Governors Island off the tip of Manhattan. There were proposals for new schools and libraries—all to help lure development.

There was a new way to pay for a $2.4 billion subway extension from midtown Manhattan to the West Side of the island. Under Bloomberg’s plan, the subway line conceived in the 1920s and stalled in the 1970s could be built if the city essentially paid up front. The city issued bonds with the expectation that the burst in new construction would eventually provide tax revenue to pay back these loans. The “value capture” plan or “tax incremental financing” took longer than expected, since the economy slowed in 2008.6 But the extension would have taken decades for the old state-controlled Metropolitan Transportation Authority to do on its own. Instead, work started on the Bloomberg extension in early 2008, and the new station at Thirty-fourth Street opened in 2015, giving new life to a dreary patch of Manhattan’s West Side.

A favorite project of the engineer/mayor was the massive $4.7 billion Water Tunnel No. 3 to guarantee fresh water from upstate reservoirs. It was “one of the largest infrastructure projects in the city’s history,” Bloomberg said after the completion of the Manhattan leg of the project.7 He insisted on visiting the site deep underneath the city to talk to the Sandhogs, the way the engineers in Local 147 liked to be called. At one point, the mayor asked the chief engineer when the tunnel would be completed. His troops “all had mortgages,” the union boss explained, and the full tunnel would “not be finished in your lifetime.”

The $4.7 billion addition to the tunnel also offered some insight into the way Bloomberg dealt with pressure from outsiders, even powerful friends. In the summer of 2005, John Whitehead, a prominent New Yorker who knew Bloomberg socially, wrote the mayor to complain that work on a planned section of the water tunnel had disturbed neighbors in his posh Sutton Place enclave on Manhattan’s East Side. Whitehead wrote in his letter, “We would like you to know that our community is aroused” by the blasting and vibrations caused by the Sandhogs’ work. A few weeks later, Peter Madonia, Bloomberg’s chief of staff, wrote back to Whitehead explaining that while the mayor recognized the problem, Whitehead’s area was the best of several being considered for “one of the City’s most important infrastructure projects.”8 Translated, the mayor gave the tunnel a priority over his rich friends in Manhattan.

At first, Bloomberg’s developments were dictated by the needs of a battered city and its crushing deficit. He canceled former mayor Giuliani’s grand plans to spend $800 million on lavish new sports palaces for the Yankees in the Bronx and the Mets in Queens.9 Bloomberg also surprised his friends on Wall Street by backing out of a deal to build a new New York Stock Exchange. The city would have to buy nearly half a billion dollars’ worth of property for a new building—a costly venture with Bloomberg facing a $4.7 billion budget deficit.10 By the time he left city hall, however, the economy and the city’s budget had made it possible to add elaborate new stadiums for the Mets and the Yankees—with the city contributing nearly $500 million to each for extras like parking lots or site repairs (plus an estimated $480 million in city, state, and federal tax breaks).11

In Brooklyn, Bloomberg and his team supported the building of the Barclays Center, an arena that would eventually be attached to a business and residential complex. It was a classic development above and near a transit hub, but it drew plenty of opposition from old-line Brooklyn residents. They argued that the traffic on game days—it would be the home for the Brooklyn Nets—could suffocate the entire area. And there was widespread concern about one proposed design that looked like the upended half of a huge barrel before a new round of architects from SHoP created a giant bird’s nest, as much sculpture as architecture.12 The Barclays Center also had plenty of government help (estimates ran to more than $2 billion in city and state benefits by 2008,13 four-plus years before it opened). Bloomberg was so pleased with the project and its prospects for giving the city another financial boost that he held his last State of the City speech at the arena.14

Finally, perhaps Bloomberg’s most important venture for his own personal legacy was a new graduate school on Roosevelt Island that began to take shape after he left office, some of it with a generous helping from Bloomberg’s considerable stash of funds.



How did all this happen? Development is as complicated as the economy and the humans who live in it, of course, but it is worth focusing on two important events in the Bloomberg years. One was Dan Doctoroff’s push to win the Olympics in 2012. The other was the drive by Amanda Burden, Bloomberg’s planning commissioner, to rezone the city.

Doctoroff, who would be deputy mayor for economic development for nearly seven years, was widely viewed inside city hall as the son Bloomberg didn’t have. A New Jersey native and graduate of Harvard and the University of Chicago Law School, Doctoroff was a tall, striking figure whose years at Lehman Brothers and a private equity firm called Oak Hill Capital Partners provided his cushion while he worked for $1 a year, like the mayor. Doctoroff did not hide his views or his intelligence, and he could suddenly begin to shout when he disagreed with someone (including journalists). People either loved working for him or they took early retirement. (When he left city government, the talented but mercurial Doctoroff skillfully managed Bloomberg’s prize asset, the mayor’s multibillion-dollar data and media business, Bloomberg LP, until the owner returned from city hall.)

Burden—that is, Amanda Jay Mortimer Burden—was then the fifty-seven-year-old daughter of the elegant Babe Paley and a frequent nominee for best dressed in the fashion courts of New York. She also had a degree in urban planning from Columbia, and she had helped develop the landfill in Lower Manhattan into a well-run, resort-like community called Battery Park. Burden knew Bloomberg slightly from the same social circles. She gladly escorted the candidate to places ripe for development like East Harlem, the under-loved sections of Brooklyn’s industrial waterfront, and Manhattan’s Lower East Side.15

Bloomberg quickly appreciated that beneath all that expensive couture and the dismissive title of socialite, Burden was a smart urban planner, knowledgeable about the most arcane and convoluted city zoning issues. He admired her enthusiasm and, most important, her skills with people. Doubters could be reminded that at Columbia University, Burden’s master’s degree thesis on waste management was widely viewed in the department that year as a must-read.16

Burden and Doctoroff were not exactly a team, but they both worked to reinvent the city.

Doctoroff had been trying to lure the Olympic summer games to New York since 1994, and when the Olympic judges said no for that round, Doctoroff and his supporters immediately began aiming for 2012.17 When Bloomberg hired him to be deputy mayor, he knew Doctoroff would be focused on his elaborate plan to turn the city’s five boroughs into a massive Olympian campus. But he also expected Doctoroff to serve another mission—this Olympics plan had to be good for New York City even after the athletes and their fans had moved on. Doctoroff and his lead planner, Alex Garvin, essentially did just that. They reengineered many old ideas about where the city should develop. The New York City bid was a cohesive plan to change old industrial areas into vibrant new spaces for work, play, or places to live in the city.18

The centerpiece of Doctoroff’s bid turned out to be a major problem, however. It was an elaborate stadium on the West Side of Manhattan that would stretch over a field of rail yards and, like a giant version of the Transformer gadgets beloved by wonky kids, it would convert from an Olympic arena for 86,000 to a football stadium for the New York Jets. Its ceiling would open, and underground it would have room for trucks and a subway. The stadium quickly became unpopular with two tough neighbors: the Dolan family, who owned Madison Square Garden, and, more important, then assembly speaker Sheldon Silver, who represented Lower Manhattan. The Dolans saw the stadium as competition, and they played rough, as they often did. Their ads before Bloomberg’s 2005 campaign showed sewage pouring into the Hudson River from the stadium and a bobbleheaded Bloomberg nodding to the Jets’ owner, Robert Wood “Woody” Johnson.

But Albany had the final say. It came with the secretive state body known as the Public Authorities Control Board, which met somewhat erratically in the state capital, its agenda often made public only a few minutes before a session. The three important board members (or usually their representatives) were the governor, the senate leader, and the assembly speaker—often referred to in Albany as the three men in a room who essentially controlled the state. Their vote had to be unanimous, and the top two legislative leaders refused to vote in favor of the project, arguing that the development would undermine the slow revival of Silver’s district downtown. That killed the stadium, and Bloomberg was livid.19 Publicly he said simply that “rejection of the stadium will seriously damage our chances at winning the 2012 Games.” It would also slow development on the West Side by years, he warned.20 Bloomberg would be correct about the Olympics. Despite a last-minute alternative plan for a stadium in Queens, in July 2005 the Olympic committee chose London instead of New York.

Even years after the city’s Olympics bid was rejected, Doctoroff would talk and write about it with an open nostalgia. Bloomberg, who had spent millions of dollars and too many hours supporting Doctoroff’s dream Olympics, was not big on nostalgia. After the news came out that the Olympics would go to London, the mayor responded with one of his favorite comments: “So, what’s plan B?” Plan B would take longer, but it mostly turned out to be an important branch of the Bloomberg legacy—proposals for more than 100 million square feet of new office or residential space, three more stadiums, a key subway extension, 2,400 acres of parks, affordable housing for 500,000 people, and a new graduate center for technocrats.21 In fact, plan B looked a lot like plan A, without the swimming pools or the racetracks or Doctoroff’s $2.2 billion stadium.

Some urban experts believed that by losing the Olympics, the city actually won. A team working with Mitchell Moss, director of the Rudin Center for Transportation Policy and Management at New York University, reported that within a few years after the Olympics went to London, “the New York City Olympic Plan has largely been implemented . . .” Doctoroff’s plan focused on seven areas of the city that had been studied for years but were still underdeveloped (the far west side of Manhattan, Brooklyn’s East River waterfront, Long Island City in Queens, the Flushing area, Harlem, the South Bronx, and Downtown Brooklyn).22 Those areas began coming to life under Bloomberg’s watch.



The second bonus for developers was that Burden made certain that nearly 40 percent of the city was rezoned during Bloomberg’s reign. Before he arrived, zoning was generally viewed as a negotiation with city officials, and there were so many adjustments to the rules that sometimes it was hard to see how they even existed in some areas. Amanda Burden would earn the name “Demanda” for her forceful control over design and open space as Bloomberg’s planning commissioner. But she also doggedly pursued the first citywide rezoning in forty years. It was a crucial gift to those who wanted more stability from the city before they began to invest. That need for new zoning was especially true in areas that had been industrial sites like in Brooklyn or distant parcels like the Far Rockaways, a seaside section of Queens. As a result, during and soon after Bloomberg’s time as mayor, there seemed to be cranes and bulldozers and workers in hard hats everywhere.

Not everyone rejoiced in all this building business. There was intense criticism of the tall buildings that seemed to sprout overnight with little or no vetting from the community. The Bloomberg era would be remembered by many as a time when the city built up, when skyscrapers aimed higher and higher, many of them so thin they looked like the narrow “chopstick” buildings of Hong Kong.

The very rich wanted apartments in these tall thin buildings, buildings with wraparound windows. Rich people from other nations, especially Russia and China, parked their money in apartments that could run $10,000 a square foot. Some real estate insiders referred to these palaces as the world’s largest safety-deposit boxes, each a high-end security with a fabulous view.23

Critics complained that the new owners who spent only a few weeks a year in their plush Manhattan apartments left too much of the city vacant—too dark and lifeless. Many didn’t stay around long enough in a year to pay New York City and state taxes.24 Instead of lamenting the loss of revenue, Bloomberg saw these rich buyers as investors bringing money for restaurants and shopping, limos and furs, and spas and silverware, plus a small troop of workers required for each moneyed guest. “Wouldn’t it be great if we could get all the Russian billionaires to move here?” he mused.25 (This was, of course, long before Russia began meddling in America’s elections.)

Bloomberg’s development team members insisted that they did not change the rules or the zoning to allow this sudden rise in high-rises. They pointed out that since the 1960s builders collected the rights to build taller by buying development or “air” rights from smaller buildings nearby.26 A three-story-high church, for example, could sit on a lot that allowed a ten-story building. Instead of ten stories that the church didn’t want, it could sell that “air” above its three stories to a developer nearby. Some of these builders had been quietly collecting air rights until the market made it possible to use them, the Bloomberg officials noted. Developers were also allowed to offer amenities like a school or a plaza in the downstairs areas to help them negotiate ways to build up.27

It would be hard to argue too vigorously against taller buildings in a city where there is a limited amount of land. But the question often asked was whether there was a pattern for these towers or whether they simply sprouted without warning like weeds. The city’s Municipal Art Society raged about these structures in an interactive report called “The Accidental Skyline.” The report, which noted that too many of these towers were built without public input, lamented that New York could become a city that is “darker, drearier, and more austere than its people deserve . . . A place where ordinary New Yorkers can’t find an affordable apartment while faceless corporations stockpile vacant investment properties.”28 Their solution, repeated more urgently every year since the end of the Bloomberg era, was to change zoning laws that allow this swapping of air rights and other ways to build sky-high, to give the public a better chance to comment on a new tower, and to make certain developers live up to their promises to have plazas or parks open to the public or to build schools or affordable housing.

Bloomberg encouraged this high-end development, primarily as a sign of vitality in his city. Billionaires’ Row, as the stretch just south of Central Park became known, brought good construction jobs. Those well-paid workers crafted $10/$50/$100 million Manhattan penthouses with views that said, “I’m really, really rich. Just look. I can see the Tappan Zee Bridge from midtown.”

Bloomberg repeatedly welcomed the moneyed class to New York City. He did not want to discourage them with taxes or off-putting talk of the one percent. “If we can find a bunch of billionaires around the world to move here, that would be a godsend,” he said, “because that’s where the revenue comes [from] to take care of everybody else.”29



As Bloomberg left office, the independent real estate publication Curbed NY catalogued the surge of architectural tower-envy in New York. There were more than twenty skyscrapers in various stages of development, some so tall they needed approval from the Federal Aviation Administration.30 Nine of them in Manhattan were taller than the Empire State Building’s historic 1,250 feet.

One of the first to be completed rose to 1,396 feet at 432 Park Avenue (near Fifty-seventh Street). It is a tall thin box that could be seen around much of the city, which was obviously part of the point. Architect Rafael Viñoly said that the facade was inspired by a trash can—albeit a fancy Josef Hoffmann trash can that cost $225.31 Then came Central Park Tower, which soared to 1,550 feet and where apartments started in the eight-digit range. The SHoP Architects tower at 111 West Fifty-seventh Street rises to 1,428 feet and looks needle-thin. In midtown, One Vanderbilt climbs to 1,401 feet.32 At one point, Paul Goldberger, the architecture critic, wrote that the row of towers would create striped shadows on Central Park.33 But the upward trend was true across the city with new high-rises under construction in midtown Manhattan, Chelsea, Chinatown, and Brooklyn, with more being considered every month.



For all of Bloomberg’s efforts to “incentivize” the corporate world, the most important building site and the tallest office towers in his city were not under his control. The sixteen acres that were once the World Trade Center were still smoldering after the September 11 attacks when Bloomberg took office a few blocks away, but plans for its memorial and the tallest building in the city (at 1,776 feet) would be controlled by the state.

Former mayor Rudy Giuliani and then governor George Pataki, both Republicans, had believed the polls in 2001 that suggested the next mayor would be Democratic candidate Mark Green, a fast-talking consumer advocate who might try to block their every whim. So they created a new group that would essentially allow the governor to oversee the rebuilding of the site. Called the Lower Manhattan Development Corporation, the new structure allowed Pataki to control the site and much of the federal money that Congress had given the city to rebuild.

Early on, Bloomberg and Pataki were supposed to review the two finalists in a global contest to design the master plan for the site. But somehow Bloomberg was not told about the key meeting. The event did not even show up on the mayor’s calendar, and it34 was hard to believe it was a mistake, knowing the firecrackers on Bloomberg’s staff. So Pataki alone decided the master planner would be Daniel Libeskind. Libeskind’s proposal allowed five skyscrapers, the tallest one being a symbolic 1,776 feet. The losing plan by Rafael Viñoly featured latticework towers, and Pataki decided they looked like two giant skeletons. Bloomberg later agreed. He said they reminded him of “two beer cans,” supersized recepticles at the center of the now-hallowed site.35

In some ways it should have been a relief to Bloomberg that others were in charge. At the time, he had his own troubles trying to keep the city from sliding back into the desperate 1970s. And the site was intensely complicated—a wall to keep out the river, trains that ran underneath, all kinds of pipes and wires and substructures, plus the need to please and pacify victims’ families and mourning New Yorkers, and even the security experts at the city police department. There were 19 public agencies, two private corporations, 101 contractors, and 33 designers eventually involved.36 And the developer Larry Silverstein, who had leased the towers six weeks before the attack, argued that he had the right to build the towers just the way they were.

After a few years and endless conflicts, the site became as quiet as the tomb some wanted it to be. Only the wind stirred as politicians and Silverstein and the architects and the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey wrestled for control.

Meanwhile, the mayor did not keep quiet about how the Trade Center should fit into his city’s landscape. He told his team in city hall that the future of finance would not be confined to Wall Street—there was also midtown, where his own offices were built, and there was already excitement about the possibilities of a new business district on Manhattan’s West Side. To Bloomberg, the idea of immediately building back the ten million square feet of office space destroyed in the attack seemed daft.37

Bloomberg was one of the few people who dared to be blunt about what it meant to lose the two now-iconic towers. “If we are honest with ourselves,” he told the Association for a Better New York in late 2002, “we will recognize that the impact [of the Trade Center] on our city was not all positive.” The World Trade Center megaliths and their gale-swept plazas had added to the sterility of the neighborhood, especially after trading hours when the financiers of Wall Street rushed to the suburbs. And he reminded the crowd of business leaders that the unrented space at the Twin Towers had for years “weakened the entire downtown real estate market.”38

He and his staff did come up with a plan to revitalize the rest of Lower Manhattan—to make it, as they said repeatedly, a working part of the twenty-four-hour city. That would require public amenities to attract private development, the Bloomberg people decided. Their plan, which took many of its ideas from such urban experts as Alexander Garvin of Yale,39 included extensions to the waterfront parks, ten thousand new apartments, libraries, schools, a new transit hub, ferry service, and a one-seat ride to New York or New Jersey airports. Much of that eventually got done in Bloomberg’s twelve years—although the ferries were on and off and the uncomplicated, one-seat rides to the airports never happened.40

Bloomberg’s downtown did begin to thrive, however. Population in the area more than doubled from 22,700 in 2000 to 49,000 in 2014, and there was suddenly more available housing with Frank Gehry’s dramatically torqued skyscraper and other apartment complexes. At least a third of the residents made $200,000 a year and two-thirds of them were under forty-five years old. It was a retailer’s dream, a demographic group that could easily drive the economy at full speed.41

Finally, in 2005, Bloomberg got his chance to intervene at the Trade Center site. Silverstein, the developer, needed money to build his towers, and he asked for some of the city’s $3.35 billion in tax-free Liberty Bonds that were part of the federal effort to help New York after the attack.42 Bloomberg and Doctoroff quietly commissioned Lehman Brothers to run the numbers on what it would cost for Silverstein to rebuild the World Trade Center site. What they learned was alarming. The analysis found that Silverstein would not have the money even with help from the city and the federal bonds to construct the elaborate arc of tall buildings as proposed by star architect Libeskind. Bloomberg and Doctoroff saw that the hole in the center of Bloomberg’s city could remain a wound for years to come, especially if Silverstein went bankrupt and walked away.43

It took a while, but in 2006 all parties signed onto a “watershed” agreement to get back to work.44 Even more important for Mayor Bloomberg, he would take command of the foundation that was supposed to raise money to build the central memorial—two massive voids and waterfalls where the towers had been. Big donors knew about the chaos, and it sounded like an uninviting way to burn money.

Mike Bloomberg, the philanthropist, knew just who to grab by the shoulders to get the necessary millions, and he would, of course, reach into his own bank account for $15 million in seed money.45 Bloomberg, the engineer, was also anxious to oversee the complex mechanisms needed to build and maintain giant waterfalls almost three stories high that were at the center of the memorial. And the manager-mayor knew how to get things done. Not in twenty years. Tomorrow.

That impatience was on display one day when Bloomberg met with families of the victims. This was a group of people who felt they had a lot of say about what happened on this site, and officials went out of their way to be solicitous. In this case, the family members were arguing about how to arrange the names of the victims around the edges of the great voids. Should the dead be listed alphabetically, clustered by floor? Randomly? Bloomberg talked to—and listened to— the families. He had learned about how names were listed on other memorials like Maya Lin’s poignant monument to those lost in Vietnam. Then, listening to the back and forth and then back again that day, Bloomberg suddenly erupted. Red-faced and clearly annoyed, he lectured the mourners about how it was time to move on. He had moved on when his father died while he was in college, he told them. Now it was their turn.

The people running the meeting for the Port Authority were stunned after Bloomberg marched out, leaving behind a roomful of family members as angry as hornets. The Port Authority experts would spend a good hour trying to calm the crowd, but they knew he was right. It was time to move on, and as one official said, “Maybe that’s what it’s like to be a billionaire and you can say anything. Whatever you think, you say it.”46 It was certainly classic Bloomberg. Whining and malingering and even extended mourning were not part of the Bloomberg way.

Bloomberg, who believed in the power of deadlines, also wanted the memorial to be finished on the tenth anniversary of the attack—September 11, 2011. Soon, however, he began hearing about delay after delay at the site. The design called Reflecting Absence by Michael Arad, a young Israeli-American architect then working for the city’s Housing Authority,47 was as complex as it was dramatic. The Port Authority had started working on Arad’s massive waterfalls dropping into the footprints of the old Trade Center, but there were also so many other pieces of the site being built at the same time. Each piece seemed to depend on another part like a huge interactive puzzle. The museum would not be ready, that was a given—but, the waterfalls? The names of the victims? The rows of nearly four hundred swamp white oak trees designed to give life to Arad’s severe but stunning memorial?

Early in the fall of 2008, Christopher Ward, the executive director of the Port Authority, was summoned to city hall. It was not a friendly request. When Ward arrived and the mayor escorted him to the balcony overlooking his famous bull pen, Bloomberg was primed for battle.

“ ‘I can’t believe what I’m hearing,’ ” Ward remembered the mayor saying. “ ‘I just want you to know that my patience has run out.’ ” The memorial now had to be the number one priority for the site, Bloomberg demanded. Everything else could slide, but not the memorial. It had to be ready for the ten-year anniversary. Period. No excuses.

That was exactly the kind of direction Ward needed. “That meant I could get back to [the developer, the governor, the families] everybody and when they asked for something else, and I could say, get the fuck in line.”48 The Port workers scrambled for the next three years, and shortly before the opening, the engineers and observers stood around the voids for a test of the giant waterfalls. After a momentary rumble, like a geyser gaining force deep within the earth, the water suddenly crashed down around the massive stone squares. The memorial had worked. Somebody yelled, “Yippee.” It felt like a miracle, a marvel of engineering and art after years of delay and disorganization. The powerful cascade also sent a spray of mist as cover for tough construction guys and a few outsiders who were trying unsuccessfully to maintain a tearless, professional reserve.

On September 11, 2011, the memorial opened for the families and for the annual service remembering those lost at that site a decade earlier. On that first day, visitors sobbed as they touched the names of their loved ones engraved around the pools. They left American flags and roses, and some brought paper and charcoal to get a rubbing of a special name. Presidents Barack Obama and George W. Bush and their wives came to pay their respects along with virtually every politician in the area. Soon as many as six million people would come every year to see the waterfalls and the names and, later, the museum. Bloomberg’s fierce deadline deserved much of the credit for that opening day.

As Michael Arad said of his memorial and the city’s driven mayor, “It wouldn’t have happened without him.”49
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TAKING THE HIGH LINE

“It’s a no brainer.”

—Bloomberg, in 2001

In one of his last actions before leaving the mayor’s office in 2001, Mayor Rudy Giuliani signed an order to demolish a decrepit elevated railway that darkened the streets of Manhattan’s West Side Meatpacking District.1

The merchants in the area were relieved. They saw only a seventy-year-old hulk, its rusting bits, crumbling concrete, and pigeon droppings landing on their sidewalks and discouraging their dreams of development. But a small group of enthusiasts, led by two young activists Robert Hammond, an entrepreneur, and Joshua David, a magazine writer, saw a different future for the structure. They were determined to turn the 1.45-mile elevated railway into a park stretching from Fourteenth Street to the Javits Center on Thirty-fourth. Pie-in-the-sky, local critics called it when they were being charitable.

Giuliani’s jackhammers failed to arrive before Michael Bloomberg was sworn in as mayor. And the city’s new leader believed in parks, as he said repeatedly. They were the city’s lungs, as Frederick Law Olmsted once rhapsodized about his Central Park creation. And they were the “catalysts” that Bloomberg so often talked about to help revive his battered city. Parks were attractions that lured people and developers and money.

Early in Bloomberg’s first term, Amanda Burden, his planning guru and zoning expert, joined a few early supporters of the High Line, imagining a park that would be unique in all of America. The old railway that Giuliani wanted to tear down could be the city’s version of the Coulée verte René-Dumont in Paris, a tree-lined elevated viaduct that had opened nearly a decade earlier. After much very-French disdain, the Coulée soon became one of the city’s treasured landmarks. In much the same way, New York City’s High Line park could help a fairly seedy area of Manhattan become a vital place with restaurants and shops and offices and apartments, Burden and the advocates argued. But, as she and the friends of the High Line knew, it would not be easy.

In fact, in those first days of the Bloomberg era when the mayor was busy trying to balance a lopsided city budget and working to keep the city intact, the High Line looked like a goner.

Deputy Mayor Dan Doctoroff, who was in charge of development, said at the time that he was skeptical. (He later suggested that was something of a negotiating position.)2 Doctoroff was at the center of the campaign—one side pushing to get rid of the “blighting influence” of the old railway, the other desperate to save it as a city treasure.

The advocates even used what was usually the clincher in their attempt to convert a skeptic. They invited Doctoroff to see the High Line firsthand. Early in 2002, on an extremely cold, gray day, Doctoroff remembered that “you had to crawl through the chain link fence—it was authorized by CSX [the company that owned the rail bed]—and your first impression was it’s cold up here. It’s miserable. What’s the big deal?”3

Doctoroff also worried privately that the High Line might somehow affect his plans for a stadium on the West Side and his obsession with bringing the Olympics to New York City in 2012.4

In those early Bloomberg days, the opponents of the High Line—the merchants and landowners—felt confident they could get Doctoroff on their side. In 2002, a group of angry owners of the parking lots and other buildings in the area met with Doctoroff to argue that he must demolish the railway as Giuliani had promised. These Chelsea property owners were escorted by their lawyer, Randy Mastro, once Giuliani’s fast-talking deputy, who by then was working for one of the city’s biggest law firms.

Mastro arrived dragging a little red wagon, like something borrowed from the children’s park nearby. On it was a large piece of concrete, a dangerous chunk that Mastro said had recently fallen from the High Line, the overhead railway.5

The property owners also worked the streets, passing out flyers with disturbing photos of rusty holes in the beams and heavy debris that looked ready to drop on members of the fashionable set just beginning to discover the area. One flyer said, “Five engineering firms have said the High Line is dangerous. Take it down before someone gets hurt.”6

Mastro sent a follow-up letter to Doctoroff warning that property owners were “adamantly opposed to attempting to preserve the Highline [sic] as a trail park, and they view such a trail proposal as a ‘pipe dream’ and an impediment to economic development in the area . . . Indeed, it is difficult to imagine how such a proposal could possibly become a reality in the face of adjoining property owners’ unanimous and unwavering opposition.”7

The Mastro people seemed to be winning in the courts and even inside the Bloomberg administration. A state court issued an order that might have given the city more authority to tear down the structure, and a representative of the city’s Economic Development Corporation, a group in Doctoroff’s bailiwick, expressed some relief. “It’s about eliminating a public safety hazard,” Janel Patterson of the EDC told reporters. “But it’s also about enabling the city to move forward and better develop the area.”8

Once again, destruction loomed. But advocates for the High Line had a surprise waiting for the naysayers. In late 2002, they put out a report titled “Reclaiming the High Line.” It made all the arguments about how great the elevated park would be, but the big news for most people was at the front of the book. The foreword was written by Michael R. Bloomberg, the new mayor of New York City.9

“Today, on the West Side of Manhattan, we have an opportunity to create a great, new public promenade on top of an out-of-use elevated rail viaduct called the High Line.” The mayor had spoken.10

For High Liners it was a reminder that Bloomberg had made them a promise about the railway park when he was running for office in 2001. One of the original advocates, Joshua David, had paid $20 to go to a breakfast session and ask the candidate about the possibility. He was so nervous, he wrote his question down and read it over and over before his chance to ask it. David described the High Line, called it a unique opportunity, and asked the candidate if he supported turning it into a park.

Bloomberg did not hesitate that day. “Yes,” he said. “It’s a no brainer.” Bloomberg followed up by signing a letter to the railroad that read, in part, “I’m running for mayor, and I support the High Line so please don’t take any action to threaten it.”11

With memories suddenly restored about how the mayor viewed this venture, the odds shifted again at city hall. Planning Commissioner Amanda Burden and Vishaan Chakrabarti, then city planner for Manhattan, began to work on the details. City Council Speaker Gifford Miller, whose mother, Lynden Miller, was one of the city’s premier urban gardeners, gave his support as well. Their problem? The railway owner, CSX, wanted what seemed impossible. Battling a lawsuit by the property owners near the line, rail executives made it clear that they would only release the High Line to the city if every single property owner agreed to drop the suit. It was a classic tangle that most city officials would have resolved with a quick call to the demolition crew.

Not Bloomberg. He had given his word and he expected his development team to “figure it out.”12

Burden and Chakrabarti spent months trying to get approval of the property owners and, in the end, they essentially bought them off by creating a new zoning district. The Special West Chelsea District became a complicated mix of air rights from the railway park and new rules that would allow builders to build far higher than the previous industrial limits. Burden proposed allowing the developers to add even more height if they contributed to the High Line or created plazas or loggias—open walkways—through their buildings.13 The rigid industrial zoning would disappear, making way for housing or offices near an entirely new park. It did not take long before the landowners realized they had suddenly won the zoning lottery. Property near the park became prime real estate. Their parking lots or storage vaults were suddenly worth a fortune.

On a sweltering June day in 2009, a beaming Mike Bloomberg cut the ribbon on the High Line park he had endorsed eight years earlier. He was surrounded by dignitaries including Diane von Furstenberg and Barry Diller who had contributed $20 million to the new venture.14 The state had put up $400,000 and the federal government pitched in $20 million. But the Bloomberg administration had put in the most, adding about $112 million including the money Doctoroff and Bloomberg had spent in the city’s financially shaky early years to shore up the literally shaky structure.15

When it opened, though, Bloomberg knew it had all been worth it. “Ten years ago, detractors thought the High Line was an eyesore,” he said, adding that the visionaries who “recycled” the railway had presented an “extraordinary gift to our city’s future.” With oversized scissors in hand, he declared that “today we’re about to unwrap that gift.”16

It was indeed a gift to the city. When Bloomberg left office, you could wander along the High Line and see its plantings of 350 species of perennials. There were views of the Hudson River and a nice panorama of what was once the rough terrain of refrigerator plants and cobbled streets for Manhattan’s butchers and meat handlers. One high-rise hotel with windows facing the High Line became a particular attraction for a while when guests seemed to enjoy appearing in nude to shock park visitors.17

The park was free and often crowded, and by 2018, the railway was drawing as many as seven million people a year from around the world. Even Bloomberg’s successor finally visited the park in 2017. Bill de Blasio, who had made a point of staying away from what was clearly a Bloomberg success, eventually toured the city attraction with a herd of schoolchildren whose main job seemed to be helping him avoid the media. Begrudgingly, it seemed, de Blasio managed to christen at least one section of the prized park “very cool.”18

By then, the High Line had more than paid for itself. City officials at first estimated that the building boom in the area would bring in about $30 million a year. Instead, real estate taxes from the High Line neighborhood reached $100 million in 2010 and were expected to bring the city an additional $900 million over twenty years.19 There were new buildings on almost every corner, and new apartments were anything but cheap. 20

One of the most strident opponents of the High Line and a leader in the group working hard to destroy it was Jerry Gottesman, a New Jersey real estate baron who owned parking lots around the New York City area. Gottesman owned land around the High Line including a large parking area beside the old railway. He had purchased the underused land in the early 1980s for $2.4 million. When he finally dropped his opposition, the city began to create the park. And in 2014, Gottesman sold his property for $870 million.21

While the area improved considerably with the High Line, there were housing projects nearby that did not get their share of attention. Some advocates for the park lamented that it brought an economic boost to everybody but those on limited incomes who could not afford groceries in the swanky new shops in their area. These advocates suggested that some of those rich tax revenues should go to help the people who can’t afford the luxuries around them.

For city lovers, there is another worry that the railroad will become a canyon, a thin green line surrounded by tall, opaque buildings. The desire for an apartment or hotel or office building near the beautifully landscaped railway could become so intense that developers would block the views of the park and the river for all but their own fortunate residents. The High Line’s creators insist they have made it impossible for developers to create a dismal pathway through the area. But the city is a living beast, and if Bloomberg and Burden could change the zoning to create the High Line, a new crowd of city officials could adjust it again to wall off the park.

That said, the High Line was a clear Bloomberg success and an example of how he saw one big part of his job as mayor. As he told the British conservatives, government’s role is “to create conditions that will allow development to take place.”22 The High Line fit that requirement almost perfectly.
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FROM LOW POINT TO LANDSLIDE—2005

“You always want to press, and you want to tackle issues that are unpopular, that nobody else will go after.”

—Bloomberg, on low polls as mayor1

It was clear to anybody who watched the mayor buzz from event to event, making policy pronouncements, cutting ribbons, even snarling at the press, that Michael Bloomberg loved being mayor of New York City. It was not so clear that New Yorkers felt the same way about him.

To begin with, Bloomberg was competent but not lovable. The property tax increase was so jarring that at one point he earned a 24 percent approval rating, the lowest for any mayor since the New York Times had been polling such questions. To a city full of Democrats, he brought in the Republicans—the Republicans, mind you—to renominate George Bush for president at the Republican convention in 2004. Hundreds of protesters were arrested that week, and some were so roughed up by Ray Kelly’s police that the city eventually paid nearly $18 million in settlements.2

With the city souring on their billionaire mayor, Bloomberg had a ready supply of quotes to explain his sudden unpopularity. Besides the staple about the short attention span for the media—i.e., “Eventually even Monica got off the cover”—he could be more serious. His version was always: If everybody loves you, you’re doing something wrong—or doing nothing at all. Or, if you don’t fall, you’re skiing on the baby slopes. Great, his political advisers grumbled, but if nobody loves you by election season 2005, you go back to private life. Instead, the savvy political team scrambled to find ways to make their candidate palatable.

One afternoon in early 2004, two of Michael Bloomberg’s most seasoned aides slipped out of a city event and reconvened at an Irish bar in uptown Manhattan. Marc Shaw, now the first deputy mayor for operations, and Bill Cunningham, the mayor’s communications director, were dressed in their business attire that day—suits, ties, good shoes, the works—and the regulars suddenly grew silent and eyed them warily. “They thought we were the Feds,” Cunningham recalled with a chuckle. Instead, the two were trying to figure out a way to help the mayor politically without hurting the city’s finances, and after a few rounds of Dewar’s for the budget man and Jamesons for the media expert, they hatched a solution. They would not cut the property tax, now a stable source of funds for the city. But since there was extra money coming in, they would give some of it back to the voters as a kind of annual bonus.

Their plan was a classic political solution—a rebate, a check with the mayor’s name on it to offer taxpayers a little relief. It was a modern version of the roasted turkey or fifth of bourbon handed out by the politicians of old. When they brought the idea to Bloomberg, he saw the deal as a cheap political ruse. Cunningham remembered the mayor’s first reaction. He said, “Cunningham, you’re crazy.” So Cunningham, Shaw, the budget director Mark Page, and a city lawyer began working on the mayor, showing him exactly how it could be done. The average homeowner’s property taxes increased by about $400, so why not send a $400 check to every homeowner who paid that much more in taxes. That would include owners of houses, co-ops, and condo apartments—many of them Bloomberg voters. Renters got zilch, and commercial real estate got zip. Even Donald J. Trump got a $400 rebate on his gilded apartment. “That is just wonderful,” the future president sniffed after he complained about commercial real estate taxes in the city. “Today that buys one tank of gas.” For a limousine, maybe.3

With approval from Albany, the city gave out relief checks every year from 2004 to 2008. It cost the city about $250 million a year in rebates, but, more important, Shaw and company preserved 80 percent of the revenue from the property tax increase.4

After grumbling privately about the checks as a political gimmick, when the first batch of over 600,000 went out to homeowners in September 2004, Bloomberg looked like the real winner. He stood beside a large cardboard version of the $400 check, like one of the mock-ups for lottery winners. This was not a gift from the mayor’s office, he insisted; he was returning people’s own money.

When journalists pointed out how big his name was on the mock-up, he grinned. “For some reason, they put my name on it, too. It doesn’t hurt.”

It also didn’t hurt later when another round of checks went out in October 2005, a few weeks before Bloomberg was facing reelection.



Bloomberg’s staff never expected an easy slide into a second term. Many Democrats saw him as an outlier, the accidental mayor who only won last time because the city was busy nursing its wounds from 9/11. Fernando Ferrer, the Bronx Democrat, was the early front-runner who vowed to become the city’s first Hispanic mayor.5

Plus, even after four years, Bloomberg was still awkward on the campaign trail, and his speeches read a lot better when he wasn’t the one reading them. He didn’t see political opportunities naturally, like an old pro. New York’s senior U.S. senator Charles Schumer recalled being at an event with the mayor when they spotted a sweet-sixteen party, a crowded celebration for a young teenager. Schumer said he told Bloomberg, “Come on, let’s go. Parents vote.” Bloomberg, however, was reluctant. They weren’t invited, he said. Wouldn’t politicians ruin such a personal event? Schumer practically dragged him through the door, and once inside, the mayor worked the room so expertly that aides were tapping on their watches, trying to get the two back on the road. As they emerged, Schumer remembered that Bloomberg was elated. “They loved me,” he said, clearly surprised.6

It also helped that Bloomberg quickly bumped his only Republican competitor from the city ballot. A former city council member, Tom Ognibene, submitted what he thought were enough signatures to challenge the mayor in the Republican race, but Bloomberg’s operatives quickly moved in and challenged every name, ultimately bouncing Ognibene from the ballot. It was a stunning turnaround from when Bloomberg complained that it was time “to end this ‘gotcha’ kind of technique when lawyers comb petitions to find some technical violation.” He was talking about such attempts to keep his friend Senator John McCain out of the running for president in New York in 2000. When he had changed his mind, Bloomberg told the Times, “The law is the law. You either follow the law, or you don’t.”7

There had been harder lessons for the businessman-turned-mayor. Only one union had openly supported Bloomberg in 2001—the correction officers. To be reelected this time, he needed more. One way was to give the workers better, cushier contracts since the city’s finances were getting back to normal. In April 2004, Bloomberg had announced a tentative labor agreement with DC 37, the city’s union of public employees with more than 120,000 members.8 That agreement included a $1,000 lump sum cash payment for every employee, a 3 percent retroactive wage increase for the previous year, and 2 percent plus an extra 1 percent if the union agreed to productivity changes. The total one-time cost to the city was $73 million plus an extra $98 million a year.9 A year later, the union endorsed Bloomberg for reelection. Some union members argued that the endorsement—which came in mid-July—was made before the Democrats had even chosen their candidate. Wayne Barrett, the city’s watchdog at the Village Voice,was particularly outraged. His article was illustrated by a picture of a goofy-looking Bloomberg holding up a T-shirt that read “Everyday Heroes.” Barrett’s headline read “Billionaire Buys Union.”10

That endorsement was like a quiet announcement that the 2005 election was over. The loss of DC 37 for a Democratic candidate for mayor meant that a full legion of campaign workers had defected to the Republican side. Even worse for the Democrats, Bloomberg and Randi Weingarten, head of the United Federation of Teachers union, negotiated a contract that boosted teachers’ salaries considerably and gave principals more power over which teachers worked in their schools. It was not perfect, but it was a good deal, and to the chagrin of the Democrats, the UFT did not endorse that year.

The Bloomberg team was not ready to relax, of course. They would fight through Election Day. They would spend $85 million11 of his then net worth of $5.1 billion to tout his successes ($11 million more than in 2001)—the smoking ban, the mayoral control of schools, an economy that had revived, a city budget that was looking good for the next few years. Crime was down. Garbage was picked up. The city was humming along at a comfortable pace for most people.

In the end, voters agreed that Bloomberg should keep running the city. He won by a stunning 20 percent of the vote, landslide territory. Out of 1.3 million ballots, Bloomberg got 753,089 votes to 503,219. The Democrat Ferrer had tried a campaign warning that New York had become a tale of two cities—the few rich and the growing poor. (It failed Ferrer, but Bloomberg’s eventual successor, Bill de Blasio, used the tale of two cities theme to win in 2013.)



Two important events would stand out among those many changes during those next four years as mayor. He began the fight against guns and the National Rifle Association (see chapter 16), increasingly getting other mayors to join him. And in 2007, he launched another mission that would carry him through the next decade and beyond. Welcome Michael Bloomberg, environmentalist.

Bloomberg made his real debut as one of the city’s most active environmentalists during a dazzling event on Earth Day in April 2007. Under the ninety-four-foot-long, fiberglass replica of a blue whale12 at the city’s Museum of Natural History, Bloomberg enjoyed praise (on video) from California’s then governor Arnold Schwarzenegger. In the room packed with city dignitaries, including most of the environmental advocates in the region, Bloomberg announced 127 separate initiatives to reduce greenhouse gases and improve the environment as the city was expected to add a million people by 2030. It was called PlaNYC—A Greener, Greater New York, and it was widely viewed as one of the most ambitious city plans to deal with everything from transportation to air and water quality to the changing climate. Bloomberg promised to push for fewer cars during rush hours, to plant one million trees, to paint more roofs white to save electricity, to demand cleaner heating oil, clean up brownfields, add housing.13 Every year until he left office, Bloomberg would issue a progress report, a reminder of how far the city still needed to go.

The updates from his staff were one of many ways Bloomberg tried to make certain his press releases weren’t simply a politician’s airy promises. Where are we? he would ask. What’s been done about, you name it? And if it wasn’t already clear that Bloomberg didn’t want anybody to waste a minute of that second term, which was expected to be his last, there was the new countdown clock. Installed within view of everybody who worked in Bloomberg’s open office, the clock began ticking on January 1, 2006. That meant the mayor and his people thought they had until December 31, 2009, or 1,460 days, counting weekends and holidays and long, long workdays. It was a chance to refine and reform and complete the 349 promises made four years earlier—unless, of course, he could find a way to add extra time as mayor.
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A CITY ON THE MOVE

“It takes a special type of cowardice for elected officials to refuse to stand up and vote their conscience . . .”

—Bloomberg, furious at Albany legislators refusing to vote on congestion pricing

A massive orange ferry named after Andrew Barberi, a respected high school football coach, churned through the Hudson River from downtown Manhattan toward its usual docking site on Staten Island. It was the afternoon of October 15, 2003, and many of the 1,500 passengers were waiting along the ferry ramps, anxious to get home. Instead of slowing down and sliding into its usual berth, the ferry suddenly turned off course and slammed into a maintenance pier. The huge splinters from the wooden and concrete pier sliced through the ferry, killing eleven people and injuring dozens of others. One law enforcement official reported that bodies had been ripped apart as the pier and the ferry collided.1

When the Bloomberg transportation commissioner, Iris Weinshall, got to the site, even she, a veteran of almost fifteen years in top city jobs, was shaken by the apocalyptic scene. Police and transit officials began relaying details, including the bizarre news that the pilot of the ferry had run home and tried (unsuccessfully) to kill himself with a pellet gun.

Mayor Bloomberg, who was making a requisite appearance at a Yankees game, quickly commandeered a helicopter and came to the terminal. He saw a pale Weinshall, who told friends she had expected to be called before the cameras and fired instantly. Instead, the mayor said quietly, “Why don’t you tell me what’s going on?” He listened, somber, and then when she was apologizing and agonizing, he said, “Well, hey, at least I got to leave the Yankee game.” It was a classic Bloomberg attempt to relieve her distress with a weak joke, in this case by mentioning a well-known personal quirk—he was never really comfortable sitting and passively watching much of anything, be it opera or an awards ceremony or, as a born-and-bred Boston Red Sox fan, another Yankees game.

At about 2:00 a.m. the next morning, as Weinshall waited at the Staten Island terminal for federal investigators, her cell phone rang. “This is Mike,” the mayor said. “Do me a favor. After they come, I want you to go home, have a stiff scotch, go to sleep and tomorrow morning we’ll start fresh and deal with whatever we’ve got to deal with.”2

There would be plenty to deal with. The law required two pilots in the wheelhouse for docking, but only the cocaptain, Richard Smith, was at the wheel that day, and he was short on sleep and running on painkillers when he blacked out at the fateful moment. Both he and Patrick Ryan, the ferry supervisor, were sentenced to just over a year in jail for manslaughter.3 And the city would pay out nearly $100 million to victims and their families. One family member testified that her brother “was so mangled and maimed that we could not see his body.”4

Reports on the tragedy blamed the pilots and ferry operations, as well as the transportation commissioner. But Bloomberg supported Weinshall for four more years when she reorganized the department including new, tougher rules for piloting the Staten Island ferries. And when she resigned in January 2007, he praised her “extraordinary seven year tenure.”5

Some of her critics thought “extraordinary” was a loaded word; she was, after all, the wife of U.S. Senator Charles Schumer. But Weinshall saw it as support and fierce public loyalty to his staff. The ferry crash was a powerful example of how Bloomberg could be a solid mensch, she figured, good on his promise to let people work and to back them, publicly at least, when they failed. Or, as she knew firsthand, when something went terribly wrong.6



Things easily go wrong in a city with 8,000 miles of streets (about a quarter of the landmass of the entire city),7 12,750 miles of sidewalks,8 and more than 250,000 streetlights.9 The Staten Island Ferry, normally a boon to commuters and once the favorite way for the young Bloomberg to entertain dates on the cheap, carried about 65,000 passengers a day, or 22 million every year, across the Hudson between downtown Manhattan and Staten Island.

On average, the streets and bridges carried nearly two million private cars—fortunately most of the city’s commuters take the bus or subway. Trucks brought in 400 million tons of freight each year, so much that advocates for more public transit began referring to congestion caused by these big rigs as the city’s constant “clustertruck.”10

There were 13,300 yellow taxis in Bloomberg’s day and nearly 8,000 apple-green cab licenses were allowed for the outer boroughs. Uber soon cut into taxi fares with 25,000 vehicles every week, and eventually 5,000 more provided by Lyft. More than 5,700 city buses bounced along the city streets, and nearly 8,000 bigger, sleeker buses brought in commuters from the suburbs.

Crossing the street was still a risk. There were 187 pedestrian deaths in 2002 and 184 in 2013 before Bloomberg’s successor made it an issue and cut the number to 148 in 2016.11 There were more than 36,000 private bikers and 5,670 of Bloomberg’s Citi Bikes for sharing by 2013, plus 1,461 licensed pedicab drivers mostly looking for clueless tourists with fat pockets. From the sky, the whole manic city could look like a panicked ant colony with every critter on some urgent, death-defying mission.12

Over twelve years, Bloomberg and his team touched almost every aspect of transit, warning that without some progress this “most critical” network could create “the greatest single barrier” to the region’s growth.13 To make getting around the city easier, they improved pedestrian signals at crosswalks. (The city even painted eyes on busy sidewalks to help tourists know which way to look before crossing the street.) They added bike lanes and green taxis for the outer boroughs and vehicles called by app. They reordered bus routes and extended a subway line, normally a state matter. And mostly they revolutionized the use of the city’s streets. They were no longer lanes reserved for motorized vehicles. They became “complete streets” shared by cars, trucks, buses, bikes, and people. “The Bloomberg people simply changed the way the streets in the city were managed and used,”14 said Mitchell Moss, professor of urban planning and director of the Rudin Center for Transportation at New York University and an occasional consultant to Bloomberg.

For any city, such a catalog of changes would be a big deal. For New Yorkers, it was another seismic development brought on by Bloomberg’s innovators. But it would take the mayor quite a while to figure out exactly what he wanted for the streets and waterways in his city.



In his first days in office, Bloomberg was like most public officials who saw easing city traffic as the main transportation problem. For that early Mayor Bloomberg, Weinshall was a good fit. She had been transportation commissioner under Rudy Giuliani, and some of the mayor’s advisers told him that it was a mistake for her to stay on because she was married to such a powerful politician. Never hire somebody you can’t fire, one Bloomberg aide kept muttering.15 Weinshall worked hard to make the city traffic run smoothly, and Bloomberg also clearly loved watching the complex transportation patterns in his city. He pestered Weinshall and her experts with questions about how the streets worked, how the stoplights were timed. Finally, Weinshall and her team took him on a tour of the traffic control center in Queens, where traffic engineers manipulated the timing for red lights and flashing pedestrian walk signs—all on a bank of blinking computers. A small group of transit experts watched as their sixty-year-old boss, their mayor, suddenly morphed into a kid transfixed as if by a new Lionel train set. This was his element, computers tracking what was going on much like the Bloomberg Terminals back at his company. He kept asking questions, kept saying he, too, was a trained engineer, until a nervous press aide finally coaxed him to his next scheduled event.

Near the end of his first term, however, the press began criticizing him for failing to think creatively about transportation, not that such criticism mattered, as he would let you know quickly, if asked.

“The mayor doesn’t have a large-scale transportation accomplishment to point to, but rather a collection of smaller, but worthwhile initiatives,” Jon Orcutt, executive director of the Tri-State Transportation Campaign, a public transit advocacy group, said in 2005.16 That was an election year and Bloomberg wasn’t a man satisfied with “smaller, but worthwhile initiatives.”

It was time to bring in big-change agents, especially since his team of environmentalists predicted another million people in the city by 2030. Would they live in one, big dirty traffic snarl? A permanent gridlock?



Bloomberg’s most surprising move was to appoint Janette Sadik-Khan, the kind of transportation renegade who would “disrupt,” to put it in a businessman’s jargon, the way New York commuters moved around their city. Sadik-Khan had solid credentials. She was born in California but spent some of her youth in the city (her mother was a reporter for the old New York Post).17A graduate of Occidental College, majoring in political science, she earned a law degree at Columbia, worked with Mayor David Dinkins, then moved to the Federal Transit Administration in D.C. under President Clinton. Finally, she was working in the transit section at Parsons Brinckerhoff, an international transportation engineering and design firm, when the city beckoned again.18

Few people would forget meeting Janette Sadik-Khan. She was physically striking, a biker herself who was slim, athletic, and often animated. She was also a powerful saleswoman—that last trait being the key to anybody’s success, as Bloomberg often said. Streets, buses, boring old infrastructure issues—she could make it all sound sexy.

When she came to make her pitch for the job in early 2007, Bloomberg sat quietly—so quietly Sadik-Khan thought she had talked herself out of a position she wanted badly. She seemed unafraid to shatter the old way of doing things. She did not talk about how to ease traffic jams. That was the old way, she said. She wanted to “calm” traffic in order to make it safer for people on foot and on bicycles as well as those in cars and trucks. (“Calming” traffic seemed to be the preferred term for slowing it down, a concept that was not always popular with drivers.)

She even wanted to limit traffic coming into Manhattan the way London and Stockholm had done so successfully. (Using what was called “congestion pricing,” London had charged more to enter the city center, cut traffic by 15 percent and made it easier to get from here to there more quickly.)19 Make it cost more, she advised. People will take the bus. She also proposed a bike-sharing program being tried in other cities, plus dedicated lanes on city streets for bikes and buses.

These were still difficult ideas for New Yorkers perpetually stalled in traffic or stuck in the subway, but Bloomberg saw his kind of agitator, and he recognized her high-energy marketing skills. Sadik-Khan was also more like his health commissioner, Tom Frieden, or his education chancellor, Joel Klein—high energy, high impact. Bloomberg hired her a short while later at a breakfast of “burned toast and coffee” at Viand, his favorite diner on Manhattan’s Upper East Side, as she remembered.20

It turned out that Sadik-Kahn’s proposals were many of the same ideas that Bloomberg and his staff had been quietly circling for their massive environmental agenda, PlaNYC 2030. That plan, announced a short while later,21 would call for all kinds of environmental changes, including those aimed at curbing city traffic or promoting ways to cut down on contaminated air by improving mass transit or making bikes more convenient. The plan noted that without such changes, “by 2030, virtually every road, subway and rail line will be pushed beyond its capacity limits.”22

Sadik-Khan would quickly take on two issues that would define Bloomberg’s transportation policy and stir controversies for years to come. One was the addition of pedestrian plazas, first in Times Square—forcing cars to share the streets with tourists and buskers dressed up as characters like Elmo and Dora the Explorer. The other was making room on more streets for more bicycles. During her time, cyclists began with a little over 500 miles of bike routes, which doubled to more than 1,100 by the time she and Bloomberg left office. She made New York into a cycling city with 45,000 New Yorkers biking to work in 2015, compared to about 16,000 when Sadik-Khan took the job. 23

Bloomberg said he was often skeptical about Sadik-Khan’s ideas, at least in the beginning. Closing traffic lanes in Times Square was clearly a radical move. “My first thought was that it was the stupidest idea I’d ever heard,” Bloomberg said. “Ten minutes later, she had convinced me.”24

Sadik-Khan wanted to get around the normal systems for tampering with city streets. If she had to wait for the community to approve her new designs, the traffic pattern would almost certainly stay put for years. She decided to try it as a pilot project with orange traffic cones and cheap patio chairs to make the plazas pedestrian friendly. (They were so friendly that at one point somebody set up an outdoor bedroom with a rug, lamp, and a small cot—some New Yorker’s very brief attempt to comment on the city’s housing crisis.)

Sadik-Khan would take her pitch to anybody who would listen. When she came to the Times to promote more room for people, not cars, in these plazas along Broadway and in Times Square, Andrew Rosenthal, then the editorial page editor, was a car man who tended to be skeptical about sharing more of the streets with pedestrians. Remove pavement for sidewalks and you add problems for cars, he argued. After Sadik-Khan made her pitch that plazas would be better for people and cars, he bristled, then softened, then relented and allowed a piece to run in favor of the new public spaces.

Bloomberg’s transportation saleswoman was also unafraid of entering the combat zone between people who ride bikes and almost everybody else. In New York City, you could easily start a shouting match about whether bikers were a menace or they deserved a bigger share of the road.

Sadik-Khan began adding bike lanes,25 but it was not always easy. During an anti-bike lane protest near Prospect Park in Brooklyn in 2010, several dozen residents were on the streets to challenge a bike path that had become, in the words of one local columnist, “the most controversial slab of cement outside the Gaza Strip.”26 If that seemed a bit over the top, Sadik-Khan quickly countered by convincing about two hundred pro–bike lane advocates to show up and support her new cement slab for cyclists. Sadik-Khan claimed that her protestors had created “likely one of the largest public demonstrations regarding a single transportation project since Jane Jacobs held the line against Robert Moses’s Lower Manhattan Expressway half a century earlier.”27 Bloomberg had to deal with the outrage (even his former commissioner Weinshall and her powerful husband were reportedly unhappy with the bike lane in their Brooklyn neighborhood). But the mayor did little more than listen, and Sadik-Khan got her way.

A real key to the city’s bike revolution was Citi Bike—New York’s version of bike sharing that had worked for commuters in Paris, London, and Washington, D.C. At the debut of Citi Bike, Sadik-Khan declared that she and Bloomberg were launching “a new public transportation system for New York City.”28 It was not cheap—Citibank contributed $41 million29 for the first five years, and in 2013, bikers would each cough up $95 plus tax for a year’s worth of unlimited forty-five-minute rides.30 There had been repeated delays before the first six thousand bikes became available in Bloomberg’s last year in office, some stalled because of a faulty system, another time because of flooding with Hurricane Sandy in 2012.31 But soon the bikes were spotted across Lower Manhattan and midtown, plus a few parts of Brooklyn, and the number of bikes would more than double and spread into other areas with more than 140,000 paying members by 2019.

Mike Bloomberg seemed to relish the controversies stirred by his transportation guru. He clearly admired her energetic style, but more than that, he approved of the goal to open city streets for more than trucks and cars. Did he ever ride a Citi Bike? He sat on one, at least once, according to his staff.32



As for taxis, Bloomberg was an airplane (or helicopter) guy who rode in chauffered SUVs. Sometimes those SUVs took him to the subway, and the billionaire mayor often boasted that he used his senior MetroCard that gave cut-rate fares for anyone over sixty-five.

Bloomberg also knew that the taxi system needed fixing, and he did indeed make dramatic changes. Riders had more choices at the end of his dozen years, but his administration’s efforts to make the city money by selling taxi medallions that are needed to operate a cab contributed to the plight of unsuspecting taxi drivers, who were essentially tricked by unscrupulous private lenders into taking out predatory loans. Like other mayors, Bloomberg counted on the profits from selling these medallions, which became like any bubble, with prices soaring to more than $1 million, and then, deflating as the taxi industry changed. City officials argued that federal regulators were supposed to catch these scams, but immigrant drivers who had taken out loans they could not pay back were destroyed financially in the process.33

But Bloomberg’s focus when it came to taxis was not on the company or the driver. It was on the person hailing the cab or looking for a ride to outer Queens. Other politicians in the city and state had too easily bowed to the demands of the Yellow Cab owners who too often abused the overworked drivers who, in turn, often refused to take fares outside the city’s hot zones. If you tried to hail a cab from downtown Manhattan to, say, upper Harlem, good luck. Bloomberg wanted something that hadn’t happened in the taxi business for years—competition.

David Yassky, a former member of the City Council who became the chairman of the New York City Taxi and Limousine Commission in 2010, was a Princeton graduate with a law degree from Yale. He promised to add competition and fairness to the hired-car business in the city. Yassky would push for more taxis and other hired cars like Uber and then Lyft (a company he later joined as a consultant).

When the politically powerful taxi fleet owners began to protest and flex their considerable muscle, Bloomberg prepared to go to war, if necessary, to support his commissioner. When Yassky introduced a new taxi—the Nissan NV200—fleet owners hated it. So did many customers, and finally the fleet owners sued the city. After the taxi crowd won the first round, Bloomberg was so furious that when he encountered Gene Freidman, then the owner of the largest fleet of yellow taxis in the city, the mayor threatened to “destroy your fucking industry” once he left office. He later denied the outburst when it was reported in the New York Post, but the encounter came at a New York Knicks game at Madison Square Garden, and there were witnesses.34

The mayor and Yassky also wanted people to have access to hired cars—another revolutionary idea that infuriated the Yellow Cab operators. There were 13,300 yellow taxis, designated as such with the valuable “medallions” then owned by just a few companies. Most cruised downtown Manhattan or waited for a nice fare at the airports.

So Bloomberg and Yassky created licenses for the apple-green taxis. These cars were designed to pick up stranded commuters who needed a ride outside of the city center or the airports. But Bloomberg also encouraged Uber to begin its work in the big city to take people where yellow cabs didn’t want to go.

By the time Bloomberg left city hall, the green cars, like the yellow taxis, were beginning to lose ground to Uber and Lyft. The bright green cabs35 were earning $386,965 a day for about 3,500 cabs in 2018, compared to $862,099 a day three years earlier. But Bloomberg could find success in a better array of choices for the customer. Finally, it was easier for somebody outside of the Manhattan airport corridors to hail a ride.



If there was one big setback in Bloomberg’s transportation goals during his time as mayor, it was the effort to limit traffic coming into central Manhattan by charging more during rush hours. Congestion pricing, as it was known, would be tough, he knew, when his administration proposed a three-year pilot project. (Some of his advisers wanted to change the name, arguing, not entirely facetiously, that it sounded more like the remedy for a sinus condition than a traffic problem.)

Bloomberg’s data showed that the average New Yorker spent forty-nine hours stuck in traffic every year in 2007, up from eighteen hours a year in 1982.36 And it could only get worse. The problem, he knew, was Albany—New York’s state legislature, often referred to as the place where good ideas in New York go to die.

Indeed, Bloomberg’s “congestion pricing” plan in 2008 turned out to be too futuristic for the state politicians who could not see beyond the car culture in their own neighborhoods. Some called it a tax on people who lived outside Manhattan. The word “elitist” was used frequently by opponents in Albany. Even with a few changes to relieve costs for lower-income commuters, the proposal drew noisy criticism from noisemakers outside the city’s central zone.

With the deadline looming for a federal grant, Bloomberg worked hard to convince state lawmakers to just give his plan a try. Just three years. But Bloomberg also made matters worse for some in the Albany crowd. State Senator Liz Krueger of Manhattan remembered when an exasperated Bloomberg came to argue privately for congestion pricing. The meeting with Democrats quickly grew “unproductive,” as senators kept reminding Bloomberg that he gave campaign contributions to their Republican opponents.

Bloomberg grew more perturbed by the minute, Krueger remembered, in part because New York would lose $350 million in federal matching funds if Albany didn’t agree to his plan. Finally, he said, “ ‘Okay if we lose that federal money, you guys have to come up with it, $350 million among you,’ ” she recalled. “Then he says, ‘Oh, wait, I’m the only one in the room who has $350 million.’ ”

The Democrats did not take it well, and after Bloomberg stormed out, Krueger saw him in the hall of the state capitol. “I said something like, ‘Mr. Billionaire . . . did you really think that was an effective model? I think this was a wasted trip for you.’ ”

A few minutes later, he found Krueger and said, “ ‘My staff says I owe you an apology.’ ” When Krueger agreed, she said they laughed and worked together fairly well for years afterward.37 “He likes people who are blunt, who tell him exactly what they think,” she concluded.38

Congestion pricing died formally that year when the Assembly Democrats decided not to bring it to the floor for a vote. Not even a vote. The mayor was understandably furious. “If that wasn’t shameful enough,” Bloomberg said of the loss in the assembly, “it takes a special type of cowardice for elected officials to refuse to stand up and vote their conscience . . .”39 And shortly afterward, a federal grant of $364.5 million for traffic “calming” that could have gone to New York City went instead to Chicago and Los Angeles.40

In a few years, the Bloomberg congestion plan would be back, and by 2019, state officials looking for ways to fund the century-old subway system agreed to charge fees and tolls for anyone driving into the busiest streets of Manhattan starting in 2021.41 Bloomberg wasn’t wrong to push for congestion pricing, as it turned out. He was just early.


22

SILICON ISLAND

“The world is about to end tomorrow.”

—Bloomberg on the eve of the financial meltdown, 2008

Michael Bloomberg was scheduled to board his plane for the West Coast for a major event with the then California governor Arnold Schwarzenegger, when he suddenly contacted his top political organizer, Kevin Sheekey. “I think we have to cancel our trip,” Bloomberg said. “The world is about to end tomorrow.”1

Treasury secretary Hank Paulson had called that evening of September 14, 2008, to alert the Mayor of Wall Street that the mighty Lehman Brothers was going down and taking much of the economy with it. A few hours later, the Lehman Brothers investment bank with more than $600 billion in assets filed for bankruptcy. It would be the largest bankruptcy filing in U.S. history, the stunning failure of a firm that had survived nearly 150 years of financial turmoil including the Great Depression.2

All day and into the evening of September 15, the sidewalks near Lehman Brothers’ headquarters in Times Square were overrun with gawkers, journalists, and dozens of bewildered Lehman workers holding boxes overstuffed with personal files, family photos, and mementos. A Wall Street recruiter handed out cards beneath what was once Lehman’s three-story-high electronic television crawl. A street artist nearby had crafted a scowling caricature of Lehman chief executive Dick Fuld. Across the bottom, one ex-worker had scratched a bitter goodbye note: “I hope his villa is safe.”3

For all the agony in Times Square and Wall Street, the Lehman implosion was not a local problem. It was another powerful signal that the whole world was sliding into the worst financial crisis since the 1930s. And Michael Bloomberg’s city, with so much of its wealth tied to the financial industry, was about to fall into another of its slumps that seemed to come and go with alarming regularity. This time, the city would lose roughly 150,000 jobs and suffer from an unemployment rate rising to 10.2 percent.4

Bloomberg would be forced to trim his city budget and try to hold on to commercial real estate taxes set to expire. Even more dramatically, the man who had stepped in to save the city after the financial effects of the World Trade Center attacks on 9/11 would use the sudden downturn in 2008 as another reason that he should stay in charge and run the city for a third term a year later (see chapter 24).

But perhaps Bloomberg’s most important response to what became known as the Great Recession would not be fully recognized for nearly a decade.



Like other Wall Street veterans, Bloomberg knew only too well how New York City suffered from the bears of the marketplace. Sometimes, looking at the government balance sheets, this city of over eight million people could seem like a one-industry town, with Wall Street and its lavish bonuses funding the gaps in city and state budgets. When those bonuses withered, so did New York.

Bloomberg’s answer was to expand the kinds of businesses in the city, to provide more of a buffer against the dreaded Wall Street cycles. He was not the first mayor or public official or concerned New Yorker pushing for diversification of the city’s businesses (and its tax base), but Bloomberg pursued it in a particularly intense way. He wanted more culture, more entertainment, more tourists, of course, but even tourists could be fickle, and Bloomberg wanted some of his smartest and most intense young aides to find a solution.

To do that, Bloomberg and his top advisers created a group that would soon call themselves the “game changers.” They were led by Seth Pinsky, a graduate of Columbia College in ancient history and then Harvard Law School. Bright, intense, and straightforward, Pinsky had become a real estate lawyer, then joined the city government in 2003 as vice president of the NYC Economic Development Corporation, the city authority that managed or encouraged many of the city’s top real estate ventures. By 2008 and still in his midthirties, he was president of the development corporation and just the kind of intense leader Bloomberg wanted for this task.

To help out, the mayor offered Pinsky and the game changers his star-studded address book. Armed with numbers and emails for about 350 of the city’s biggest names in business, academia, media, government, politics, and community affairs, the small group of interviewers soon focused on one main question: “If there is one thing about NYC that you could change that would have the greatest impact on the city’s economy, what would it be?”5

The idea was to get people to think big. This was not about a zoning change or tax break. Nothing from Albany. The game changers wanted something that would establish a new economic foundation to help New York City thrive for the next hundred years. Think grandchildren, they suggested. Great-grandchildren.

The response was dramatic. While the city was indeed a mecca for the high school soprano or the fashion designer or TV journalist or business kid who wanted to make it big, another kind of talent was in short supply. Corporations needed super-savvy engineering graduates including the “quants” or math whizzes who would know about quantitative analysis and applied sciences, people who had the technical expertise, the engineering know-how, to start or save companies stuck in the complicated, computerized world of the twenty-first century.

What New York City needed was a new university, some ventured. New York had some excellent universities, they agreed, but the city needed its own MIT. New York was attracting high-tech business, but it lacked the city’s own Stanford University, which had helped feed many of the big winners in Silicon Valley.

A new science and technology university was indeed a big thought, so big that it sounded almost whimsical, like another futuristic proposal from a think-tank seminar. But creating the future out of thin air was exactly what Bloomberg wanted the game changers to do.

Pinsky remembered the evening at city hall when he and then deputy mayor Bob Lieber nervously took their findings to the mayor. They laid out the proposal for a brand-new academic center, somewhere in the city. It could be an arm of an established university, they ventured—a New York City branch of Stanford or Cornell.

As Pinsky and Lieber made their pitch for a project that could take years, Bloomberg sat quietly through the presentation. He did not interrupt, but he also did not fidget or sigh or send any signal of how he felt, up or down. Finally, when the presentation was finished, Bloomberg said it was a great idea with one glaring flaw. “Your time line is not aggressive enough,” he said. “And if we’re going to do this, we’re really going to have to be aggressive.” As he left for his next evening appointment, it was hard for some in that room to resist doing cartwheels.6

Then the project stalled. Pinsky and his colleagues had reached out to a few universities and quietly asked whether they might be interested in some kind of deal—land from the city in exchange for building a tech graduate center.7 The response was encouraging, much better than inside city hall. The budget office worried about how you could give away city land. Others simply thought it was too far-fetched, even for a mayor who promised to pursue big ideas.

Then in June 2010, the mayor hired Robert Steel to replace Lieber as deputy mayor. Like Bloomberg, Steel knew the inner workings of modern business. He had been at Goldman Sachs for almost thirty years, served as undersecretary of the Treasury for President George W. Bush and orchestrated the sale of Wachovia Bank to Wells Fargo in 2008. Perhaps more important for Pinsky and the game changers, Steel was a dynamo whose abrupt and sometimes-abrasive manner could offend almost as easily as he could inspire. He was not enchanted with the city’s social scene or its prying media. He once told a New York Daily News reporter that he lived mostly in Connecticut because he had dogs, and “where would you rather live if you were a dog?”8 But Steel moved at Bloomberg’s preferred high speed, and the mayor clearly admired him.

When Pinsky took the plan to Steel, the new deputy rushed over to Bloomberg’s desk to confirm that the mayor really wanted this new university. Steel had been chairman of the board of trustees for Duke University, and this was the perfect task for him. A competition to create an entirely new university? Once the mayor told Steel he had already approved it and it was a great idea, “that was basically the moment when the whole thing was unleashed,” Pinsky said.

Four very short months later, a whisker in government time, Bloomberg announced that the city was “seeking responses from a university, applied science organization facility or related institution” to create a new branch in New York City. He wanted the new facility to focus on the science and research that “particularly . . . lend themselves to commercialization.”

The city was willing to do its part, the mayor announced.9 There would be land available, he said, overruling some in his budget department. And he suggested four sites—the Brooklyn Navy Yard, Roosevelt Island, Governors Island, and the Farm Colony, a former poorhouse on Staten Island.

A few weeks later, Bloomberg explained in a letter to dozens of select “members of the higher education community” that the city was offering “full-throated support” in order to be “not just a leader but the leader” in the academic fields of “science, technology, engineering and mathematics,” often known by simple shorthand as STEM. The letter was cosigned by twenty-three New York leaders including U.S. Senator Charles Schumer, former mayor Ed Koch, former CEO of AOL Tim Armstrong, several real estate and other business executives, British editor Sir Harold Evans, and fashion designer Diane von Furstenberg.

Bloomberg was now in top gear on the project. He met with presidents of universities. He took university representatives to breakfast at Gracie Mansion and arranged for tours of the New York Stock Exchange. This was a “once-in-a-generation” opportunity he told them. This was free land. Free land!! In New York City!! And grants, even some it would turn out, from his own vast supply of funds. The salesman Bloomberg was on full-throttle. How could they resist?

Within two months, Bloomberg announced that the city had received eighteen expressions of interest from top universities. They came from Finland, Korea, India, and in America, included Carnegie Mellon, NYU, Columbia, Cornell, Cooper Union, Purdue, Stanford, and the University of Chicago.10

There was grousing, of course. This was New York, and Bloomberg had already irritated many in the city’s large academic community by suggesting that New York City lacked a top-flight engineering school. City Councilman Ydanis Rodriguez was miffed that incentives were being offered to outsiders when the city budget still had gaps from the economic crisis. Money should go to city schools, he argued. “We have great programs here.”11

In the next few months, the contestants narrowed to two—Stanford and Cornell. And they were competing for one spot—Roosevelt Island, the stretch of twelve acres in the city’s East River. The island once housed a decrepit New York City Lunatic Asylum that was exposed as a “human rat-trap” by the intrepid journalist Nellie Bly in 1887 and was later used as a facility for smallpox victims.12 By 2011, however, there were rows of apartment buildings, some of them offering high-end places with stunning views of Manhattan. And for commuters, there was also a cable car over the river and a subway for those nervous about heights.

The word among city leaders in those days was that nobody could beat Stanford. Perhaps most important, Stanford’s representatives in New York City seemed to believe that nobody could beat Stanford. As Steel said at one point of Stanford’s competitors, “They’re a bit like lining up against the Yankees.”13 Cornell, the early underdog, dismissed such talk and simply fought harder. The officials in Ithaca, New York, where Cornell has its main campus, saw this contest the same way Bloomberg was selling it. This was indeed the opportunity of a lifetime. Despite having a medical school and other facilities in New York City, Cornell’s academic center was about 250 miles away from Manhatttan, a distant, Ivy League gem often underrated by New York’s Harvard-Yale-Princeton crowd.

Cornell was so hungry for this spot that an army of Cornell alumni in the city were organized to rally for their team. Every day Cornell made another pitch to somebody—the business community, the cultural mavens, the media. When Cornell’s president, Dr. David Skorton, presented his university’s proposal to a few journalists in 2011, he said, “Our campus is absolutely electrified by this proposal.”

Some in the Stanford crowd back in California were not so thrilled about a new campus on the other side of the country, and shortly before the winner was announced, Stanford suddenly pulled out.14 City hall insiders said that Stanford had come up with an impressive proposal, but the school’s representatives worried about how hard it was to build anything in New York City. They wanted more assurances that the city would protect them from all kinds of New York City construction problems.

“From their perspective, it was kind of an experiment, and if it worked, they would be all in, and if it didn’t, they could pack up and go back home,” one insider said.15

Cornell, in contrast, promised they would be there to stay. Also, Cornell had a secret weapon. Very quietly—first in Beijing and then at the Cornell Club in Manhattan—top officials of Cornell met with leaders at the Technion-Israel Institute of Technology, Israel’s MIT. They began working out a deal to win the Roosevelt Island contest together. They would be joint tenants, an unbeatable combination.

On December 19, 2011, almost exactly a year after announcing the contest, Michael Bloomberg revealed that Cornell University and Technion-Israel Institute of Technology would build a $2 billion, eleven-acre tech campus designed “to make New York City home to the world’s most talented work force.” The city would provide the land with a ninety-nine-year lease and an option to buy the land at the end of that term for $1. Bloomberg’s city would also provide $100 million to cover capital costs to prepare the site.16 The billionaire club had helped considerably. A Cornell alumnus, Charles Feeney, who made billions of dollars with his Duty Free Shoppers Group, pitched in $350 million.17, 18 And Bloomberg himself soon produced $100 million for a building that was named for his two daughters. The entire project would be built to serve 2,500 students and 280 faculty members by 2043.19

When Bloomberg left office at the end of 2013, his genius university was still a muddy field on Roosevelt Island. Technion-Cornell had promised that the first phase would open four years later.



On a warm September day in 2017, with engineers still putting the finishing touches on two elaborate buildings and gardeners hastily tamping down bits of sod to make a green space, Cornell Tech invited the former mayor to the formal opening of the Roosevelt Island campus.

Under a large tent set up for the occasion, political all-stars from the city, the state, and Washington had arrived to celebrate. Congresswoman Carolyn Maloney of New York City declared that this was finally “New York City’s MIT.” Governor Andrew Cuomo called the campus “an extraordinary, extraordinary, singular achievement,” comparing Bloomberg to Franklin Roosevelt, who “recognized the possibility of government—to make a difference in people’s lives,” Cuomo said. “He was not about theoretical change, or change in the abstract. He was about change in practical terms. FDR knew that holding office was not the real goal of an elected official, that pontification and mere advocacy are not the goals of an elected official.20

“Mike Bloomberg had the formula—vision plus confidence plus achievement equals progress,” Cuomo added, then pulling the ultimate Cuomo compliment, he compared Bloomberg to his own father, Mario Cuomo. He is “a progressive who gets things done.”

The room was tense and silent. Mayor Bill de Blasio, who had offered a little faint praise for his predecessor, was uncommonly still, perhaps trying not to register the pointed comparisons. Bloomberg, however, now had his Silicon Island. And Technion-Cornell would cement his efforts to create the talent needed to turn New York into a haven for the tech world. Google would soon expand its presence in the city—purchasing the massive old Port Authority building in Chelsea and start adding more jobs, more real estate.21 Twitter had a natty office for about four hundred people in Manhattan that included a bar for lattes with your initials or your favorite rose. Microsoft had added people and office space. Another bonanza seemed on the way when Jeff Bezos announced plans to create a massive new facility for Amazon in Queens, adding 25,000 New York City workers to his gigantic company. That fizzled when local Queens politicians said no way. But even Amazon couldn’t deflate the city’s new technology sector. By 2018, the city boasted 320,000 tech workers with more to come. Another pillar of the city’s economy was slotting into place, and this one had Bloomberg’s name on it.
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AS FOR THE OTHER HALF

“We’ve pioneered new ideas—some of them controversial, but all of them worth trying.”

—Bloomberg, 20131

Like other New Yorkers, Bloomberg had seen them. The shivering woman with a dog wrapped inside her coat. The scraggy man with his hand-lettered sign about trying to get back to Omaha. The paper or plastic cups that added their sad rattle to the city’s richest streets. But as New York’s billionaire mayor, a man who would soon own fourteen estates from New York to Bermuda to London to Florida, Bloomberg’s life was far removed from the desperate plight of the poor and what it meant to drag your children to a homeless shelter, night after dangerous night.

On a Sunday morning seven months after he took office, Bloomberg’s homeless commissioner, Linda Gibbs, wanted to show the mayor what poverty in his city really looked like. A seasoned expert in the city’s social services, Gibbs took him to the Emergency Assistance Unit in the Bronx, the dreaded EAU, as it was called. A grim building even by government standards, the EAU was the “front door” to the city’s homeless shelters, and it was the city’s version of a Victorian poorhouse. Homeless families came here by the dozens every day to ask for help. And because so many people were still in line when the EAU closed for the weekend, the building often became a makeshift dormitory where the homeless would stay until the offices opened again on Monday.

That August morning, the hallways were crowded with people sleeping on the floor, on benches designed to lack comfort. In a desperate search for relief, they were draped over their belongings and one another. And, by any Sunday, the place reeked—of garbage pails stuffed with used diapers and spoiled food.

The mayor was silent as he stepped over children and tried not to wake the exhausted people around them. A stoic by nature, his face still betrayed his dismay about the wretchedness he witnessed. As the tour ended, Bloomberg turned to Gibbs and said, “Okay, do what I understand you need to do.”2

When Michael Bloomberg took over city hall as the richest man in New York in 2002, advocates for the city’s 1.5 million poor and the 31,000 homeless worried that the new Republican mayor would have little time or understanding for those who were not rich or, at least, comfortable. Instead, he tried to calm the doubters, promising to find safer shelters, especially in dangerously hot or cold weather. Within two years, he even vowed to end chronic homelessness altogether in a decade.3 And by 2006, he predicted a “major reduction” in the number of poor people in his city within the next four years.4

His efforts to provide enough relief for the poor would eventually fall short as the gap between his wealthy class and the desperately needy only widened in New York and elsewhere. And Bloomberg’s most innovative attempts to fix the growing homeless problem for families failed as the family shelter population nearly doubled from about 31,000 to more than 50,0005 while he was in office. At the same time, the city’s public housing stock for about 600,000 people continued its steady deterioration—“sinking into the loam like a Mayan ruin,” as one critic put it.6

The businessman-engineer-mayor would push his staff to experiment with new methods for relieving poverty and homelessness, and his team would try a wide array of new programs—some sensible, some not. He committed nearly $8 billion to more affordable housing, and focused on ways to help the poor get and keep jobs (“If you want to work, we want to help you,” one official explained).7 At the end of his three terms, Bloomberg’s administration announced they had added jobs for more than 400,000 people.8

He would help the poor save on taxes. He would create a program to help young black and Hispanic males that was so promising President Obama adopted it as a national model. He would demolish the old EAU and build a new intake center, and the street homeless would benefit as the city turned to programs that provided housing first, then added support later.9

Bloomberg kept many of the hard rules about giving out public assistance from his miserly predecessor, Rudy Giuliani, although he made it somewhat easier to apply. As he said early in his time as mayor, “We will not allow our city to recede to a culture of dependency.”10

The data mayor also adjusted the number of people on poverty upward to reflect the high cost of trying to survive in his city. As a result, instead of a poverty rate of 19.3 percent, according to the federal government, Bloomberg’s data showed that 21.3 percent of the city’s population were below the poverty line. He would make it easier to get food stamps, but require fingerprinting by applicants, an offensive prerequisite that was eventually stopped by the governor. And to try some of the most untested programs, he would use his own funds and the help of his rich friends to experiment.11 For all the effort, he did not end chronic homelessness in five years as he promised in 2004,12 and under his watch, there would not be the “major reduction” in poverty he had envisioned in his early years as mayor. Family homelessness would double, and the city’s poverty rate would remain at nearly 21 percent after he left office.13

Bloomberg’s scripted comments about the poor were thoughtful: “Our motive is the simple belief that every human being deserves better than to sleep on the streets,”14 he said, announcing one new effort in 2006.

His unscripted comments did not help shed his image as a cold and distant tycoon. When the city council wanted to demand a “living wage” for employees of any company doing business with the city, Bloomberg railed that the higher costs for companies would mean fewer jobs and that “the last time we had a big managed economy was the USSR and that didn’t work out so well.”15

And he fumed about the court rulings that required the city to provide shelter to any homeless New Yorker. “You can arrive in your private jet at Kennedy Airport, take a private limousine and go straight to the shelter system, and walk in the door and we’ve got to give you shelter,” he said as he prepared to leave office.16 An exaggeration, certainly, an outburst of frustration, undoubtedly, but it was another statement that added to the widespread view he had a lack of empathy for those who couldn’t get rich like him.

Overall, Bloomberg’s approach to fixing the problems of the poor and the homeless leaned toward his Republican side, and the anti-poverty community soon had its own way to describe Bloomberg’s method as a hand up more than a hand out. Critics accused Bloomberg of creating too many “small bore” solutions to poverty that failed to help the growing numbers of people without homes or enough money to live on. And, like his friends in the Republican Party, Bloomberg backed programs during his years as mayor that provided basics but not too much comfort for anyone using public benefits. Open-door policies would only provide a “perverse incentive” for more of these needy people to sign on for help, the most conservative critics of welfare and relief argued, mostly in private.

Others found that he should not be faulted for trying “some of the most innovative ideas” even if they failed, especially in dealing with homelessness. Philip Mangano, who served as the “homeless czar” for Presidents George W. Bush and briefly for Barack Obama, saw Bloomberg’s policies coming straight out of his business experience—the search for different solutions, the assessments of costs per person, per family, the search for hard data, not heartrending, individual stories. Bloomberg wanted to fix the problem, not manage it, and failure at one program meant you dropped that idea and tried something different.17



Some of the innovations for dealing with the homeless were the result of an urgent, daily scramble to find places for people to stay. An empty jail in the Bronx provided one early solution. It lasted three weeks. A special master panel quickly ruled that the walls contained lead, plus it was inhumane to store homeless people in a prison, even if it had a fresh coat of paint.18

Then there was a plan to use old cruise ships—“Operation House Boat” it was called. Bloomberg allowed Gibbs and her aides to take his private plane to the Bahamas to inspect three ships once used for tourists. The price was modest by city standards—about $40 million for a capacity of four hundred cabins, an estimated cost of $43 to $51 per person.19

But the cruise ship idea foundered as well. For one thing, the city was having trouble finding a bit of shoreline to secure these large, cumbersome vessels. The waterfront was becoming more valuable every year as the Bloomberg team emphasized a return to the shore for housing and parks. Gibbs located a spot in Brooklyn, but it was in a part of the borough that, at the time, was still desolate and thus possibly dangerous for families.

In the end, the fire department rejected homeless cruises. Imagine a fire, these officials argued. Think about an emergency, with families and children scrambling and panicked, trying to figure out how to get out of the lower decks and up—up, not down, and out—to safety. The cruise ships had disaster written all over them, the FDNY said, and Bloomberg finally agreed.20

At one point, the city would pay some of the homeless to leave town, to return to relatives elsewhere. The mayor and his staff provided a total of $500,000 for one-way tickets by bus, train, and airplane. Favorite destinations appeared to be Puerto Rico, Georgia, the Carolinas, and Florida. One family got the city to send them to Paris, at a cost of more than $6,300, about the same as keeping them in some homeless shelters for less than a few months.21

Bloomberg later explained that his one-way travel program saved the taxpayers of New York City an enormous amount of money. “The average cost is trivial,” he insisted, adding that most leave town by bus. According to city data at the time, 48 percent of the travel by families was actually by air. Even so, a one-way tourist seat was cheaper than a bed for a few days at one of the city’s homeless hotels.22

Bloomberg was mocked for trying to ship poor people out of his town, but it was not such an unusual idea. Other cities had tried it, possibly shipping their homeless back to New York. And eventually even Bloomberg’s antagonist and successor, Mayor Bill de Blasio, made the same old offer under a new name. Project Reconnect23 was designed to send the homeless back to their original home.



It is worth remembering that Mayor Bloomberg inherited a modern homeless crisis that really began in the mid-1970s. The city was then a frightening place. People were fleeing—to the suburbs, to other cities, to the South. Good jobs were scarce, real estate and tourism were not doing well, and city leaders were scrambling to ward off bankruptcy. At the same time, the numbers of people on the streets had expanded into a large, ragged army. Many came to the city after the state began closing hospitals for the mentally ill. At the same time, single-room-occupancy hotels were beginning to shut down, and the homeless could sleep on the streets legally after the Supreme Court decriminalized vagrancy.24

Soon “vagrants and panhandlers,” as the Times called them, were camping out in Central Park, under the Brooklyn Bridge, in Times Square and Herald Square, and in the rough streets and alleyways of the Bowery. The city shelters were notoriously dirty and dangerous, and in the late 1970s a young lawyer named Robert Hayes was so outraged about the “abominable” conditions for the homeless that he sued, arguing that the New York State Constitution, Article 17,25 required the city to provide shelter.

Mr. Hayes, who was twenty-six at the time, had never tried a case.26 He took the city to court on behalf of three homeless men (Callahan v. Carey), and to the surprise of most old court hands, he won. (Hayes found the lead plaintiff, Robert Callahan, on the streets of the Bowery. Despite his crucial role in the city’s history, Callahan, a chronic alcoholic, failed to find much relief from the courts, the city, or even Hayes. He died on those same hard streets in 1980.)27

The Callahan case, however, was the beginning of a series of court rulings that essentially assured the right to shelter in New York City. In 1982, Hayes also coestablished the Coalition for the Homeless, which had doggedly pursued that right to shelter in court and in the media for more than two decades by the time Bloomberg became mayor.

In his early years as mayor, Bloomberg’s hope was that the relentless court monitoring would stop. In what Bloomberg labeled a “tremendous victory” in the dealing with homeless issues, the court ceded its powers for two years in 2005 to a special master panel headed by the respected attorney John Feerick.28 It was a brief respite, and Bloomberg’s administration and advocates for the homeless were soon back in court, with the mayor complaining that the “litigants” would sue every time his people tried something new.



At the beginning of his second term, Bloomberg began a more intense effort to deal with the city’s poor. First, he brought in the experts. Two of New York’s most prominent African Americans—Geoffrey Canada, the charismatic charter school leader from Harlem, and Richard Parsons, then chief executive of Time Warner—ran a commission trying to find better ways to meet the needs of the city’s poor. They quickly determined that any new programs should concentrate on three areas affecting more than 700,000 people: the working poor, young adults sixteen to twenty-four, and families with children.

In 2006, the group created the Center for Economic Opportunity—or CEO, appropriately enough for a mogul mayor. It was designed to be an “innovation lab,” and over nearly seven years, Bloomberg’s CEO created more than sixty different programs to relieve poverty. Some worked, but Bloomberg also canceled seventeen programs that failed.29

Bloomberg would claim among his successes the programs to “promote financial literacy” and help families get more than $100 million in tax relief.30 The city would help with tax preparation and guide taxpayers in ways to get child care tax credits or earned income tax credits. Another successful program helped support accelerated study programs for low-income students at City University of New York. Still another provided what the city called a “non-stigmatized” environment in schools for sex education and help for mental health problems.

The failures included a parks department effort to get young people to help plant trees—employment opportunities in this area had “dwindled.” And the most famous experiment that failed was Bloomberg’s own effort to try Mexico’s successful anti-poverty program called Oportunidades.31 The program in Mexico provided nearly 25 million poor people with cash rewards when they made certain their children went to school (about $61 a month) or checked in with the local health clinic.32 After a visit to Mexico City in April 2007, where Bloomberg could enjoy speaking his distinctive Spanish, the results looked promising enough to try in New York.

Bloomberg and his wealthy friends put up $40 million for a new program called Opportunity NYC—Family Rewards. The rewards included $100 for taking the child to a dentist, a little more every month for holding down a full-time job. If your child passed the difficult Regents Exams in high school, the family earned a hefty $600. A few families did well, like one single mother in Brooklyn who collected more than $7,610 in two years.33 But only $14 million had been paid out to 2,400 families before the program was canceled in 2010.

Unlike in Mexico, New Yorkers had access to other social services—food stamps, shelter, other assistance. Plus, the rewards program was simply too complex for most people whose lives were already overloaded with complexities. Gibbs, by then the deputy mayor for health and human services, acknowledged that there were “too many things, too many details, more to manage in the lives of burdened, busy households,” she said. “Big lesson for the future? Got to make it a lot more simple.”34

Perhaps more important for Bloomberg personally, he publicly acknowledged that paying the poor to improve their own lives in New York City had not been enough of a success to start using the public’s money. That did not mean the project failed altogether.

“In order to find what works in solving difficult problems, you must have the freedom to try new things with the understanding that some things might fail while others succeed,” Bloomberg explained at one point.35 He would continue to talk about how the rich—instead of the taxpayers—could provide a financial cushion for governments (and timid politicians) by paying for untested programs.

In other ways, Bloomberg made good use of his contacts with the city’s wealthy, many of whom agreed to contribute to his riskier projects. One of Bloomberg’s most important anti-poverty programs began over lunch with George Soros. To the billionaire Soros, Bloomberg provided disturbing data: the poverty rate among black and Hispanic youths aged sixteen to twenty-four was 50 percent higher than Asians or whites from the same age group. Their unemployment rate was 60 percent higher, and they were the ones most likely to die from gun violence on the streets of the city.36

As two of the world’s richest men talked about the city’s poor, Bloomberg tried to convince Soros to put in $30 million to help start the Young Men’s Initiative. The initiative would help black and Hispanic youths in the city to stay in school and get jobs, the mayor argued. Soros agreed that it was a worthy idea, with one caveat. He would put in $30 million if Bloomberg matched it. Expensive lunch, Bloomberg would joke later.37 Begun in 2011 with those two gigantic checks and at least $70 million from the city, the initiative focused on 315,000 New Yorkers who were “disproportionately undereducated, incarcerated and unemployed,” as the Times put it.38

The ambitious plan included nine hundred paid mentors and new satellite offices for probation officers to make it easier for some of these youths to check in, as required. It was designed to help the participants get driver’s licenses or other identification. It would help with internships and even jobs. President Barack Obama so admired the Bloomberg system that in February 2014, he used many of its ideas for a five-year $200 million federal program called My Brother’s Keeper.

If Bloomberg wanted to find new solutions, he also wanted data, which, as it turned out, could be extremely controversial. A program called HomeBase, designed to keep people in their homes as long as possible, started in 2004 in six of the hardest-hit communities of New York. It seemed to be working, so in 2008 Bloomberg’s homeless experts hired a consultant to run the numbers. The company tracked one group that got the city’s full support from HomeBase services, and a control group of about 150 who were on their own. To almost no one’s surprise, those with services did far better than those without.

But what about the control group—about 150 people stumbling along without the extra help? The Daily News and a slew of city politicians suddenly were outraged that two hundred families (it became more, it seemed, every day) were being denied aid. They were like “rats in a lab experiment,” as one homeless advocate put it. Scott Stringer, then the Manhattan Borough president, called it a “bone-headed experiment.” Melissa Mark-Viverito, a member of the city council at the time, said, “Just when you think you’ve heard it all. It’s inhumane. How cold-hearted and callous.”39

Bloomberg did not blink. “In the end,” he said, “we are only going to spend money on things that work, so we have to find out what works.”40

As he had already made clear when he announced a new program in 2006, “The status quo, the familiar pattern, the shopworn methods of the past: these must be abandoned if we are to finally end homelessness in America. We must recognize that the ‘tried and true’ has actually far too often been the tried and failed.”41



Bloomberg’s real hope of ending chronic homelessness began to slip away in his first term when his administration stopped allowing homeless people to jump to the head of a long line of those trying to get federal housing.42 One reason given for this new policy was that some city officials suspected that people were gaming the system. Some families were claiming to be homeless in a tragic attempt to get public housing, they argued. Linda Gibbs, who would eventually become Bloomberg’s deputy mayor in charge of a multitude of issues involving the poor, said at one point, “We don’t want people to think that the best way to get housing is to bundle their children up and take them to the [homeless intake center].”43

Bloomberg later observed that “you never know what motivates people. One theory is that some people have been coming into the homeless system, the shelter system, in order to qualify for a program that helps you move out of the homeless system”44 and into more permanent housing. Homeless advocates were outraged that the city would make it harder for such desperate people to find places to live.

Bloomberg and Gibbs tried other ways to deal with the growing homeless problem, and eventually the city adopted a program called Advantage.45 Advantage participants got a rental subsidy for one or two years. It was not a perfect fix. There were reports of confusion about details among city workers, and some participants had to pay the landlord on the side to keep their apartments.46 But Advantage was better than nothing, as long as it lasted.

In 2011, Governor Andrew Cuomo made a disastrous decision to cancel the state’s share of the money for the city’s Advantage program. That cancellation caused a loss in matching federal dollars as well. While the city was pleading with Cuomo to stay with the program, city staff had seen encouraging numbers from Advantage. On a budget of $148 million a year, the city had helped 10,000 clients and only 12 percent of them had returned to the streets.47

Bloomberg’s city budget had been contributing $48 million a year, but, in February 2012, he ended the Advantage program. Without state or federal help, the city’s full cost would rise to $148 million. Bloomberg decided the city could not afford it, especially after his budget advisers argued that they should not take on another burden that belonged in Albany or Washington.

The loss of the Advantage program only added to the city’s homeless problems. By the time Bloomberg left office, the number of homeless people on the streets had declined, but the total number including families had risen to 53,173, compared to 31,000 when he arrived in 2002.48 If Bloomberg and his housing team tried and failed, it should be noted that the numbers kept going up when the progressive mayor Bill de Blasio took over. By 2019, six years after Bloomberg had left office, there were nearly 64,000 homeless people49 in the city, the highest levels since the Great Depression.

The gap between rich and poor grew during the Bloomberg years, but the alarming inequality was not confined to New York City. The increasing wealth of the few and the struggle to survive for everyone else were part of a national, even global, crisis. Economists and political theorists gave their reasons—corporate greed, a shift to the tech world, diminished unions, outsourcing of secure old manufacturing jobs, the rising cost of rent and health care, just to name a few.

Bloomberg never moved away from his central theme that the best defense against poverty was a good education and a good job, and as mayor, he emphasized programs—including in schools—to help New Yorkers find work and employers to find workers. For all his efforts to improve schools and training and find thousands of people jobs, the poverty rate in the city barely changed. In 2006, 20 percent of New Yorkers were struggling below the poverty line, according to the city’s tougher poverty analyses. When he left office and after the city was still fighting the remains of the Great Recession of 2008, the rate was 20.7 percent.50

As he often did, Bloomberg found a nugget of good news in the data: New York was doing better than other big cities. In November 2013, six weeks before he left office, Bloomberg released his version of his record. Of the twenty largest cities in the country, all saw poverty rates increase since the 2000 census except New York City, where the poverty rate was essentially flat.51 Using that same measure, Philadelphia’s poverty rate increased 17 percent, Chicago and Houston 22 percent, Memphis 37 percent, and Indianapolis 88 percent.52 As he gave out those numbers, Bloomberg’s staff released the speech he was preparing to give as he received an award for his anti-poverty efforts from the Children’s Aid Society. It would be his final statement on poverty as mayor, and he would tout his record on education, health care, crime control, housing, tax assistance, and social services. And he would sum up his administration’s fight on poverty this way: “We’ve pioneered new ideas—some of them controversial, but all of them worth trying.”53
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OVERTIME

“The overturning of term limits—when this happens in another country, we call this a coup.”

—Fran Lebowitz1

“Term limits unfairly limit voters’ choices.”

—New York Times editorial2

Bloomberg had said repeatedly that eight years as mayor were enough. New York’s voters had twice voted to limit city politicians to two four-year terms in office. It was also a personal rule for Bloomberg that you could overstay your welcome, outlive your usefulness. He said he was outraged in 2005 when city council members considered extending their own to terms from two to three—from eight years to twelve. They had been there too long, he decided. “There’s no organization that I know that would put somebody in charge for a long period of time. You always want turnover and change. Eight years is great. You learn for four years. You can do for four years.”3

It turned out that there was one exception to his diktat—Bloomberg himself. As the red digital clock at the city hall bull pen began to click down in his second term, the mayor became restless. He clearly loved running the city, or, as his friend Michael Steinhardt said of that time, “I think he likes hearing himself talk publicly.”4 Returning to his private world would be a retreat. He was not ready to leave public life, mothball the tux, or cede the microphone that he had learned to master enough for people to resist mocking his delivery.

One option seemed particularly tantalizing. He could run for the only public job more important than mayor of New York. After eight years of President George W. Bush, the nation would pick his successor in 2008. Bloomberg’s name was on the media’s lists of potential candidates, and for months, his staff did their best to keep him there. But where would he land in the political landscape? He was a former Democrat who became a Republican because the Democratic field for mayor was crowded in 2001. But he was a Republican who approved of gay marriage and a woman’s right to choose an abortion, and he was a very unorthodox Jew who often said religion should be a private matter. That pretty well ruled out the Republican roster and had already earned him their tag as a RINO, or Republican in Name Only. His proud capitalist credentials and his attachment to the hard rules of the marketplace would make him suspect as a Democrat.

There was a third option. He would now shift to the lonely center in American politics. In June 2007, he filed papers to change his party affiliation. He would be an independent. “I believe this brings my affiliation into alignment with how I have led and will continue to lead our city,” he said.5

Bloomberg, the self-described nonpolitician, had long advocated an end to New York City partisanship. He wanted the mayor to be nonpartisan. Even though he contributed lavishly to the political parties over the years (mainly to state Republicans and the Independence Party in New York during this period), he campaigned for a charter amendment in 2003 to convert the city to nonpartisan elections, and New Yorkers soundly rejected a nonpartisan mayor by a vote of more than two to one.6

The announcement of his switch to the independent center quickly ignited speculation that he was really planning a third-party run for the presidency in 2008, but after enjoying the attention, he looked at the data for third-party candidates. In an op-ed for the Times on February 28, 2008, the mayor argued the case for an outsider who could be independent of both increasingly strident parties. But he made it clear it wouldn’t be him: “I listened carefully to those who encouraged me to run, but I am not—and will not be—a candidate for President.”7



Bloomberg had his own plan B, as always. In this case, he wanted to shake up politics on a more local level. He had asked a few people about running to replace him as mayor in 2009—Richard Parsons, a moderate Republican then chairman of Time Warner, was a favorite.8 But when his choices said no, he knew a candidate who really wanted the job—himself. When he told his top political advisers, including Patti Harris, Kevin Sheekey, and Ed Skyler, they were stunned and solidly against it. For one thing, it was an abrupt reversal of his own very-public record in favor of term limits. Moreover, he had established himself as a man of his word, and falling from such a lofty perch would tarnish his credibility, or worse.

Clyde Haberman, the city columnist at the New York Times, was one of the journalists who dug out the details of Bloomberg’s protests when the city council had tried earlier to add four more years. “This is an outrage,” Bloomberg had said, promising at the time to veto any effort to change the law. “The people themselves have twice explicitly voted for term limits,” he added. “We cannot ignore their will. They want the openness new faces bring. And they will get it. We will not go back.”9 Plus, he had benefited from those limits when the state legislature refused to grant Rudolph Giuliani more time in office after September 11.

More worrying for his advisers, a third term was historically jinxed. Top staff members are exhausted and many simply leave. Mistakes creep in, and good reputations wither all too easily. Corruption got so bad in the third term of Mayor Koch10 that he confessed (in his videotaped obituary for the Times) that he had considered suicide. People are also tired of your face; some even grew weary of the later sanctified Fiorello La Guardia, who served three terms from 1933 to 1945.

The decision to consider a third term was classic Bloomberg, who admired stubbornness, especially his own. And when he wanted something, he usually reached for it and took the necessary risks to get it. For his aides to warn him that this was a mistake was in itself a mistake, as it turned out. It simply hardened his resolve. Plus, why couldn’t he change his mind about something? Even term limits.

It would not be simple, overturning the city’s law on term limits. Some city experts suggested giving the voters another chance to vote on the issue after New Yorkers had already voted in 1993 and 1996 that term limits were a good thing for the city government. But polls showed that another referendum probably would not turn out his way.11 Plus there was an easier option. Instead of a referendum, the city council could simply pass a bill to add a third term for him and—this was crucial—for themselves. And he would, of course, sign it into law.

As the mayor began to pitch his plan for four extra years, the business community was desperate to have him there. After some vigorous internal debate, the city’s most powerful business group, the Partnership for New York City, welcomed a third term for a fellow financier. Even Donald Trump, then a mere real estate mogul, offered his support. Two terms for mayor was “a terrible idea, an artificial barrier,”12 he huffed as encouragement.

Rupert Murdoch quickly offered the support of his local tabloid, the New York Post. Mort Zuckerman, who owned the Daily News, agreed as well. Both tabloids even ran the same headline, “Run, Mike, Run.”

The New York Times? That would be more difficult. Bloomberg complained that Arthur Sulzberger, then publisher of the Times, had agreed that the paper would support his third-term bid, “then they killed me every single day.”13 What Bloomberg didn’t get at that point was that Sulzberger would promise support only from the editorial team, which he controlled and which did, after a little skepticism, support a third term. Sulzberger would not tell the news reporters how or what to write.

For the Times editorial board, the voice of the paper’s management, the third term for Mike Bloomberg would become a subject of intense internal debate. Over the years, Times editorials had stressed that term limits limited voters’ choices. But the Bloomberg case was a little different. Some editorial writers were adamant that Bloomberg should not get a third term unless the question went back to voters. The first editorial about the mayor’s bid for term three in June 2008 hinted at the paper’s opposition. It concluded, “We are wary of changing the rules just to suit the ambition of a particular politician.”14 The Times brass was not so wary, as it turned out. The publisher and managers wanted another Bloomberg term, especially as the economic downturn had started to look worse. The final editorial restated the paper’s established policy against term limits and enthusiastically endorsed Bloomberg in 2009 as a “first-rate steady hand during unsteady times.”15

Behind the scenes, Bloomberg and his aides unabashedly solicited the support of charities and civic organizations that he had funded over the years. One administrator of a social service group that had received Bloomberg money and a city contract received a phone call from Linda Gibbs, deputy mayor for health and human services. Gibbs asked the administrator to lobby city council members still unconvinced about Bloomberg’s third term. Other recipients of Bloomberg’s generosity—the Doe Fund, the Public Art Fund, the Alliance of Resident Theatres, the St. Nicholas Neighborhood Preservation Corporation, and Jazz at Lincoln Center—helped pitch the idea of four extra years to their friends in the city council.16

Still, there was one powerful and very strident proponent of term limits in Bloomberg’s path—Ronald Lauder. Lauder, the son of cosmetics tycoon Estée Lauder, had already bankrolled the two city referendums when New Yorkers had approved term limits. When Lauder realized that Bloomberg was trying to overturn his work, he put out a TV commercial that compared politicians (like the mayor) to dirty diapers “They need to be changed regularly.”17

Bloomberg’s high-powered friends began trying to talk Lauder over to their side, making the pitch that the city needed a manager, a businessman at this economically fragile moment. Financier Henry Kravis, Richard Parsons, developer Jerry Speyer, public relations executive Howard J. Rubenstein, and Ronald’s own brother, Leonard Lauder, former chairman of the Estée Lauder firm, were among those trying to convince Lauder not to fight a one-time exception for Bloomberg.18

Bloomberg invited Lauder to Gracie Mansion, where, over coffee and cookies, the two moguls eventually agreed on a one-term extension just for Bloomberg. For his part, Bloomberg promised to help engineer another vote on city term limits in 2010. (Term limits would pass for a third time. When that did indeed happen by a vote of 73.9 percent for limits and 26.1 percent against,19 the Times headline in 2010 was all you needed to know: “Bloomberg’s Latest on Terms: 3 for Him, but only 2 for Everyone Else.”)20

With Lauder out of the way, Bloomberg had to convince the city council to allow this one-time extension. He needed a majority, or twenty-six of fifty-one votes. One by one, he and his advisers found ways to get them to go along. For many, the idea of another term was too enticing to turn down. The council speaker, Christine Quinn, who planned to run for mayor herself when Bloomberg quit and who wanted his support, signed on. A delay of four years could also bring her some distance from a scandal in her office when staff members were indicted as part of a scheme to hold money in fake accounts during budget negotiations.21 Some council members were reluctant to help themselves to another four years, but Bloomberg assured them that “people do forget about things like this.”22

What really helped Bloomberg make his case for more time on the job was the economy. Lehman Brothers collapsed in early September 2008, Washington was talking about bailouts, and New York once again seemed to be in trouble. He felt that it strengthened the argument that he needed to be the one guiding the city because he had already done it once after September 11.

On October 2, a year before the 2009 election, Michael Bloomberg announced his plan to run for another four years as mayor. He used the economy as his main reason, and when a reporter noted that he was courting yet another heated controversy about term limits, Bloomberg shot back, “Everything we do is controversial. That’s what democracy is all about.”

Opponents quickly pounced. The comptroller, Bill Thompson, who would run against Bloomberg in the 2009 race, said this was “an attempt to suspend democracy.” Gene Russianoff, the reform prophet at the New York Public Interest Research Group, lamented, “Sadly, the move is worthy of ‘democracy’ in a banana republic.”23 Fran Lebowitz, one of the city’w Times: “The overturning of term limits—when this happens in another country, we call this a coup.”

Later that month, the city council began to hold hearings on the mayor’s and their third terms. The sessions were like something straight out of a wrestling arena—democracy at its noisiest. The mayor’s people had already packed the chamber with about fifty supporters to applaud speeches by the likes of former governor Mario Cuomo and former mayor Ed Koch, who both backed Bloomberg.24 But opponents lined up for a chance to bellow at the council during these open hearings—a total of twenty hours of testimony before the council dared to vote. People were furious, and they expressed their fury again and again, in the two-minute intervals permitted to mere citizens. One fourteen-year-old captured the tone for the adults when he pleaded with the council to choose “honesty over bribery”—a line that drew raucous applause from the gallery.

The council eventually voted 29–22 as the crowd booed and someone yelled “Shame on you” from the audience. City councilman from Brooklyn, Bill de Blasio, sounding like a prophet of doom, warned that “the people of this city will long remember what we’ve done here today, and the people will rightfully be unforgiving. We are stealing like a thief in the night their right to decide the shape of democracy.” (Four years later, de Blasio was still hammering that outrage into the political weapon he would use against Michael Bloomberg’s favored candidate to replace him as mayor, Christine Quinn. Quinn, who had voted for a third term, lost badly in the Democratic primary for mayor in 2013.)

On November 4, 2008, what was usually a pro forma bill-signing ceremony became another angry public forum. By tradition, the public is allowed to make a last-minute appeal to the mayor at these events, and normally a protester or two would show up and then quickly disappear. This time 137 people came to speak. The mayor sat, his face tight with obvious irritation and resolve, as 68 New Yorkers displayed their outrage in a variety of accents, idioms, and decibels.

“To hell with your agenda,” yelled one participant. “Please don’t make me and countless other parents explain to our children that good men craving power pushed aside the people’s voice,” pleaded another. Others were far less polite.

George Arzt, former press secretary to Ed Koch and a seasoned expert on New York City politics, said he had seen nothing like it, “not even close.” As the marathon ended, a somber Bloomberg then said he had, over a period of time, changed his view about how long somebody could be in office. “Nobody is irreplaceable,” he said, “but I do think that if you take a look at the real world, at how long it takes to do things, I do think that three terms makes more sense than two.” Then, with his left hand, he picked up a pen and, “with a flick of his wrist, rewrote New York City’s term limits law,” as the Times reported that day.25



For some pundits, New York’s 2009 election would be another ho-hum, lopsided race with Bloomberg’s money wiping out the competition. As a result, most of them would miss the real story—how Bloomberg almost lost the election, even with all his money and all his success curbing smoking and creating 311 and controlling schools and managing the difficult city.

It was not for lack of funds. Bloomberg spent about $74 million for his race in 2001 and $85 million for his second term in 2005 and, as it would turn out, a stunning $102 million on the 2009 race, or $174 per vote.26

The money went to pollsters, advisers, consultants, helpers of all kinds. Even Goodfella’s Brick Oven Pizza, which provided numerous meals for the campaign staff, was $8,892 richer by the end of the campaign. At one point, Brooklyn Borough President Marty Markowitz said, “Now that term limits have been extended, so many in the city are looking forward to the mayor’s massive job creation program. By the way, it’s also known as the Bloomberg re-election campaign.”27

Bloomberg not only hired the best political operators he could find; he also hired some of the most effective members of the Democratic opposition. Howard Wolfson, who had been Hillary Clinton’s tough guy during her 2008 presidential campaign, was the Democratic operative famous for the quick, biting jab, even at Mike Bloomberg. Wolfson had criticized Bloomberg’s effort to make city government nonpartisan as a “cynical power grab.” He scorned Bloomberg’s stadium plans for the West Side and the Bloomberg money replenishing various party slush funds. In the art world, Wolfson became famous as the one who criticized the bright orange panels that the artist Christo installed in February 2005 along the pathways in Central Park. Wolfson called them “schmattas on sticks.”28 The Bloomberg team hired him in time for the 2009 reelection, and he eventually became deputy mayor for governmental affairs from 2010 to 2013, then moved to run Bloomberg’s political fund-raising arm once he left city hall.

Poaching the other side’s talent is always good business. Bloomberg had already hired the man who had done all the opposition research on him in his first race in 2001. Stu Loeser, who was Mark Green’s oppo-man that year, had become Bloomberg’s press secretary four years later. Loeser was too good, too dangerous, to stay with the Democrats, the Bloomberg people figured. Although many in the press grumbled about Loeser’s bruising tactics, he was one of the few people who could berate Bloomberg in private.29

Another hire, Bradley Tusk, had worked in city hall with Bloomberg before moving to Chicago to help Rod Blagojevich, the pretty boy governor of Illinois who was later impeached and imprisoned for taking bribes. Tusk was not tainted by the actions of his “sociopath”30 boss, as he eventually labeled Blagojevich. And when Tusk returned to New York, Bloomberg welcomed him with a “gift”31—making him campaign manager for the 2009 race. Tusk said he saw early on that his prize came with a heavy burden—the Bloomberg team knew their man was vulnerable. After two terms, almost everybody is mad at city hall about something, water bills, property taxes, rising costs of parking tickets, the construction noise next door.

But this was different. Early focus groups revealed a raw and stubborn anger about what people saw as Bloomberg’s brazen power grab to get that third term. Some of Bloomberg’s regular supporters threatened to sit out the vote.32

Tusk was particularly worried about who would oppose his man, and the team figured then Congressman Anthony Weiner would be the most dangerous challenger. This was long before Weiner became an international figure for texting photos of his private parts to women who then shared those unsavory disclosures with the world. And it was almost ten years before Weiner went to prison for texting pornography to a minor.33

Back in 2008, however, Weiner was a “wisecracking policy wonk,” as one writer cooed approvingly,34 a five-term congressman who had his eye on the top city job. The Bloomberg campaign figured they had to convince Weiner it was a lost cause. Or, as the relentless Tusk put it less artfully, they had to “strangle the baby in the crib.”35 (Tusk insisted that Bloomberg was not told of this strategy until later. In that way, Bloomberg’s campaign team used a favorite adage from the mayor himself—it’s easier to ask for forgiveness than for permission.)

The goal was to make Bloomberg look invincible. They had social media targeted to Weiner’s zip code, and campaign aides knocked on doors to promote the mayor in Weiner’s neighborhood (and his parents’ neighborhood) long before the normal political armies came through. They leaked stories to the New York Post, where editors salivated at any headline denigrating Democrats. A favorite was Weiner’s congressional record. He had passed only one bill in his decade in the house—to help foreign models get visas.36 Another item revealed how Weiner missed votes in Washington every Tuesday for his local ice hockey game in the city. The Post headline: “Weiner’s a Pucking Goof-Off.”37 The Bloomberg team ran pro-Bloomberg ads early and got Weiner’s supporters including his one-time mentor, Senator Chuck Schumer, to call and try to talk him out of running. In late May 2009, Weiner finally took the hint and announced that he’d prefer to stay in Congress.38

Outgoing city comptroller William Thompson became the Democratic nominee and he ran a gentlemanly race but could not resist riding the anger over Bloomberg’s term-limits vote. “Does the richest man in New York City get to live by one set of rules while the rest of us live by another?”39 he asked in one campaign speech.

A Marist Poll three days after the only debate gave Bloomberg a 15-point lead with the election a week away. But Bloomberg’s approval rate was falling and Thompson’s support was ticking up. The trend lines did not look great.40 In the end, Bloomberg’s winning margin of nearly 20 points in 2005 had narrowed to a scant 4.4 points in 2009—from a healthy landslide to an embarrassing trickle. (Of the 1.178 million votes, 585,466 went to Bloomberg and 534,869 to William Thompson.) Some voters clearly believed polls that showed Bloomberg ahead and simply decided to skip the vote. Many others were still angry that a rich and powerful man could bend the rules in his favor.

At a very modest swearing-in ceremony, Bloomberg promised to work on immigration reform and promote innovation. “Conventional wisdom holds that by a third term, mayors run out of energy and ideas,” Bloomberg told the crowd of about four thousand. “But we have proved conventional wisdom wrong time and again, and I promise you, we will do it once more.”41



Bloomberg’s four-year extension as mayor would not be conventional, he promised. He did not coast. He overscheduled himself and those around him, shortening deadlines and lengthening workdays for almost everybody. This was a last chance to build on his legacy as mayor and to make good on the hundreds of promises he had made eight years earlier. There would be mistakes that would haunt him, especially as he considered a future as a public figure. And when the countdown clock stopped at midnight on December 31, 2013, his supporters and opponents busily charted his many wins and notable failures.

The success side of the ledger was heavier. For starters, he had steadied New York City after 9/11 and helped New Yorkers weather the Great Recession from late 2007 to June 2009. He inherited a deficit and left his successor a balanced budget with a surplus of $2.4 billion.42

The crime rate kept going down, and Police Commissioner Ray Kelly’s army foiled sixteen terrorist attempts on the city.43 At the same time, incarceration rates were down by more than about a third.44 He organized other mayors to fight gun violence and illegal guns, and he challenged the powerful National Rifle Association at a time when the very idea of being anti-NRA terrified most politicians into silence.

Bloomberg created the city’s 311 telephone service, New Yorkers’ much-needed way to call and complain to a real human being. Then his team took on a more politically hazardous task—consolidating the way the city responded to emergency 911 calls. Before he left, police, fire, and emergency management services were all working in the same place and mostly starting to use the same systems.

He focused on improving the public’s health—a ban on smoking indoors (and later in parks), no more trans fats in restaurants, and the elimination of the dirtiest heating oils fouling the city’s air. His health officials gave restaurants letter grades beginning in 2010, and cases of salmonella went down 14 percent.45 He required comprehensive sex education in schools, gave out free condoms, and tried to warn Orthodox parents about a dangerous and ancient circumcision ritual. Overall, he took a great deal of heat as “nanny mayor” and “Grandma Mike,” but he also claimed credit for increasing the life expectancy of New Yorkers by three extra years.

Mayoral control of city schools allowed Bloomberg to abolish layers of turgid bureaucracy, closing 164 failing schools and opening more than 650 new smaller schools including new pubic charter schools.46, 47 He increased teachers’ base salaries by more than 40 percent and almost doubled the amount of city funding for schools during his years in office.48 His team gave principals more control of schools. He increased graduation rates and cut dropout rates.

He opened streets for bikes, pedestrians, and even weary tourists who could often find a seat on the twenty acres49 of new open plazas like the ones along the busiest sections of Broadway. Under his watch, his team created more than four hundred miles of bike lanes, and Citi Bike began offering short-term rentals. He made it possible for the city to add an extension on the number 7 subway line and create a new station, in a public-private deal that became the road map for big projects in other cities. He opened the way for more taxis and the apps like Uber and Lyft.

His administration added more than eight hundred acres of parkland, almost half of it along the waterfront. He gained control of a neglected Governors Island from the federal and state governments. Then he hired Leslie Koch to repair and transform the 172-acre island into an urban oasis and the dramatic 40-acre park off Manhattan’s southern tip. Brooklyn Bridge Park, long a dream caught in government inertia and community squabbles, finally morphed from a seedy row of wharfs and warehouses into an elaborate park and play space. The High Line railroad, set for destruction in 2002, was turned into a gracious walkway through Manhattan that lured more development and tourists every year after Bloomberg left office.50 And the High Bridge, the oldest in the city, was restored as a walkway across the Harlem River between the Bronx and Upper Manhattan.

His team rezoned nearly twelve thousand blocks, or almost 40 percent of the city, including many waterfront or industrial areas51 that were underused and often dangerous or dilapidated. With new zoning and other encouragements like parks, schools, and tax breaks, a building boom followed in every borough. The Times tracked forty thousand new buildings of all sizes including clusters of skyscrapers in Manhattan,52 Brooklyn, and Queens. “Bloom Town,” some of the mayor’s fans call his city.

In 2002, Bloomberg had canceled Rudy Giuliani’s contract to build Yankee Stadium. Later, with Bloomberg’s encouragement, plus millions of dollars in tax breaks and public money, the Yankees built a new stadium in the Bronx, the Mets got a new field in Queens, and Barclays Center opened in the Atlantic Yards in Brooklyn.53

He organized the funding of the 9/11 memorial—the massive voids and waterfalls at the former World Trade Center site—and made certain it was ready in time for the tenth anniversary of the attack.54

He pushed for same-sex marriage—“Near equality is no equality,” he said, and presided as mayor over the city’s first official same-sex marriage a month after the law passed in Albany in 2011.55

He defended the right of Muslims to have a mosque in Lower Manhattan a few blocks from the World Trade Center site. In a powerful speech on Governors Island, Bloomberg said of the four hundred responders who died in the World Trade Center attack, “Not one of them asked, ‘What God do you pray to?’ ”56

His “game changers,” a group created to figure out how to diversify the city economy, devised a competition for a new graduate school that became the Cornell Tech graduate school on Roosevelt Island. New York became a center for tech-based companies—Silicon Alley, one area was called—and the number of tech workers began to increase steadily after 2010 to make the city highly competitive for Google, Twitter, and others.57

After cutting back recycling in 2002, he soon became an avid environmentalist and created a detailed road map for improving the environment by 2030 with PlaNYC in 2007. He joined city tree lovers like Bette Midler to plant nearly 700, 000 trees on the way to a million. New Yorkers painted nearly six million square feet of rooftops white—thereby cooling city buildings and reducing CO2 pollution. As he left office, air quality in the city was the cleanest it had been in fifty years.58

Two days before Halloween in 2012, Hurricane Sandy slammed into New York City with a fourteen-foot wall of water at high tide made worse by a full moon. Bloomberg and other officials had scrambled to warn those in low-lying areas to evacuate, but Sandy killed forty-three people and destroyed or damaged thousands of structures across the city. In his last months as mayor, Bloomberg only started the work to help people rebuild and repair, but he wanted those buildings to be able to withstand the next Hurricane Sandy or worse. His experts created a highly detailed proposal that they called “A Stronger, More Resilient New York.”59 It listed ways to prepare for storms and ways to buffer the city’s 520 miles of shoreline—tasks that would fall to future mayors. Sandy also added to his urgent concerns about climate change, and while still mayor, Bloomberg began organizing other cities around the world in the fight against a warming planet.60

The Young Men’s Initiative to help black and Hispanic youths began in 2011 and was so successful that President Obama adapted the initiative for a federal program called My Brother’s Keeper.

He maintained a poverty rate that was essentially flat after twelve years while it rose in other cities—an increase of 17 percent in Philadelphia, for example, and 22 percent in Chicago.61

He opened one important section of Water Tunnel No. 3, one of the most important infrastructure projects in city history, in 2013. After six decades of dithering, Bloomberg promised a whopping $4.7 billion in capital funds to create the tunnel to assure that future New Yorkers had enough fresh drinking water. “It’s not sexy. Nobody says thank you,” he said.62 But the city would shrivel and die without enough clean water.



If the positive side was a longer list, his critics had their tally as well. Most glaringly, Bloomberg failed until late in his time at city hall to monitor and correct the excesses of his police department in their vigorous search for illegal guns. The number of so-called “Terry stops” rose from 100,100 to nearly 700,000 in 2011 when mostly black or Hispanic youths were stopped and frisked in ways soon judged “unconstitutional.” Bloomberg and Police Commissioner Ray Kelly cut down stops to about 200,000 by 2013,63 and Bloomberg continued to defend Kelly’s street stops long after he left office.

The number of homeless people rose to the highest levels since the Great Depression with more than 53,000 people in shelters, nearly 23,000 of them children.64 Bloomberg, who had wanted to “end” chronic homelessness, helped find more places for the street people to move indoors, but even with his housing program—175,000 affordable units built or preserved—too many families were pushed into temporary shelters. He streamlined the system for helping those without housing and built a new intake center, but the number of homeless families continued to rise, even long after a new mayor took over.

Bloomberg’s administration tried new systems for encouraging reform among those in jail. But an investigation by U.S. prosecutor Preet Bharara found gruesome stories about life on Rikers Island, especially for the young prisoners. Bharara said Rikers was run like the brutal culture described in William Golding’s Lord of the Flies.

The New York City Housing Authority, the largest public housing authority in the country, was designed to provide the basics for about 400,000 people. Without enough federal or state funds, the authority was burdened with a $168 million operating deficit65 and a structural deficit of between $50 million and $100 million a year.66 In 2013, Bloomberg, promising not to desert the NYCHA residents, dedicated $40 million for “essential” repairs before he left office. That barely touched the problem, and his successor faced the possibility of a federal monitor imposed on the city’s housing team in 2018 because of lead paint and other problems.67

He imposed fingerprinting on nearly two million food stamp applicants (until Governor Cuomo ended the practice in 2012).68

The increasing use of outside contractors instead of city workers led to a major scandal during the Bloomberg years. Started by Mayor Giuliani, the budget for the CityTime system for employees rose from $63 million to nearly $700 million before investigators found a nest of corrupt individuals who “treated the city like it was their own giant A.T.M. machine,” as one prosecutor said. Bloomberg was not involved directly, but his administration failed to monitor the culprits stealing from the city. Prosecutors got much of the money back,69 and Bloomberg promised more surveillance over contractors.

Bloomberg’s record on public education drew more criticism with each reorganization of the system. Chaos, some called it. After the mayor and school officials celebrated a drastic improvement in test scores, state officials decided the tests were too easy and predictable, and scores dropped dramatically. Although graduation rates improved, an unnecessarily high percentage of those students had to take remedial courses in college.

Bloomberg hired an array of superstars, dozens of high-powered people who took the time to work and work for the city’s 108th mayor. But he made a few unfortunate choices. One was Stephen Goldsmith, a former mayor of Indianapolis. Bloomberg picked Goldsmith in 2010 to be deputy mayor for operations, one of the most important jobs in city government. Goldsmith began trying to reorganize the city workforce including the sanitation department that was still in turmoil a few months before a disastrous snowstorm in December 2010.70 Both Bloomberg and Goldsmith were out of town when the storm hit, and the city’s traditional snow-clearing protocols broke down. After the storm, “Blizzageddon” it was called, Bloomberg inappropriately suggested that people should take in a Broadway show before later admitting the city had not done its job and also Broadway was dark on Mondays. Goldsmith left the job eight months later.71 An even more public mistake was his hiring of Cathie Black, a social friend and former president of Hearst publications. Bloomberg surprised and horrified New York’s education establishment in 2011 when he picked her to be chancellor of city schools. She lasted ninety-five days.72



In a dozen years as mayor, or 4,380 days, counting weekends and holidays, there would, of course, be missteps and mistakes. But Bloomberg had tried to use his heavily scheduled time as mayor mostly for the benefit of eight and a half million New Yorkers. He encouraged inventive solutions to old problems and did not worry excessively, or sometimes at all, about making hard decisions. He was the city’s executive, the manager, the boss-mayor who oversaw substantial improvements in the health, economy, and stability of his charges. He would pass along to his successor a far stronger New York City than he inherited.

On the afternoon of his last day in office, December 31, 2013,73 Michael Bloomberg stood on his desk in his famous bull pen—he’d always wanted to do that, he said—and thanked his cheering crowd of current and former staffers for all their work. Then at 5:05 p.m, he walked out into the cold and shook hands with a crowd of admirers as he headed to his subway stop outside city hall. The seventy-one-year-old mayor then took his retiree’s MetroCard out of a well-ordered wallet, and he and a few companions rode the subway uptown for a private staff party. His audience the next morning would not be so adoring.
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BACK TO BUSINESS

“You have to understand that when God comes back, things are going to be different.”

—Dan Doctoroff, head of Bloomberg LP, on Bloomberg’s return

January 1, 2014, was a cold, bitter day, the sun offering little relief as Michael Bloomberg ceded New York City to his successor, Democrat Bill de Blasio. Bloomberg’s time as mayor had earned him praise from people on the street and leaders around the globe. He was “dean of our profession,” offered London’s then mayor Boris Johnson. He was “the mayor’s mayor,” a label bestowed by Philadelphia’s mayor, Michael Nutter,1 and even “a proper rock star,”2 as Bono once said of the outgoing Bloomberg. The Times declared that, despite any flaws, “New York is in better shape than when he became mayor.”3 Citizens Union gave him their public service award in 2013 for making the city “safer, stronger and greener.”4 But for all the congratulations coming his way as he walked out of city hall on his last day, the inauguration of de Blasio less than twenty-four hours later would not be a graceful transfer of power. Instead, there was an undisguised bitterness to this routine event, an attempt at public shaming.

De Blasio had campaigned as the anti-Bloomberg candidate, accusing the outgoing mayor of cleaving New York into “two cities” divided between the few satisfied rich and everybody else. One of the new mayor’s chosen speakers railed against the “plantation” created by his predecessor, and when it was his turn to speak, de Blasio promised to create a “fairer, more just, more progressive place.” Bloomberg’s face was tight; the veins in his neck pulsed with anger, and even when former President Clinton, de Blasio’s highest-profile speaker, tried to soften the tone—to make it more of a celebration for the new mayor and less of a public mudslinging at the old one—Bloomberg crossed his arms against the cold and the criticism.

An ordinary person might have carried that wave of indignation into some suitable hiding place. Bloomberg, now a civilian, had many fortresses to choose from including those in Bermuda or Vail or Florida or London. Instead, he and his companion, Diana Taylor, took off for a high-profile, luxury tour, mainly to play golf in Hawaii and New Zealand. He went to try out the plush golf courses run by his friend Julian Robertson, one of America’s earliest hedge fund managers. Bloomberg’s aides said it was the ex-mayor’s first normal, two-week vacation in more than a dozen years. But, two weeks off would be a trial for someone so restless most of the time that he could barely make it through a long weekend, and when rain overwhelmed New Zealand’s perpetually green golf courses,5 Bloomberg rushed back to New York City, arriving at his sleek Bloomberg LP offices as the sun was rising the next workday morning.

Some colleagues saw a Mike Bloomberg who seemed to wander through his enterprises looking for a fitting role, even in the gleaming office tower in midtown Manhattan that flashed his name at every turn. He would go to his philanthropy headquarters on East Seventy-eighth Street, where former city officials were preparing a new venture to offer free help for cities that wanted to try Bloomberg’s methods for dealing with urban problems.

But it was still clear his calendar had too many empty hours.

Meanwhile, at city hall, de Blasio was busy focusing on Bloomberg’s policy failures—the poor, the homeless, and the overreach by police in the name of gun control. De Blasio would dismiss Bloomberg’s efforts to deal with these issues, offering only images of the frosty billionaire who could be blamed for any criticism coming the new mayor’s way.

The rising partisan clamor from de Blasio’s camp was obviously infuriating to the Bloomberg loyalists. But the former mayor sent out word that no one—absolutely no one—should fight back. When the media asks for a response, don’t bite, he decreed. Instead, his old city staff seethed in silence until de Blasio’s former campaign treasurer accused Bloomberg’s efforts to reform the 911 emergency system as a shocking case of mismanagement. Only then did Bloomberg allow former deputy mayor Cas Holloway to respond with a point-by-point rebuttal.

Bloomberg had already moved on, and he was shelving the criticism and harvesting praise elsewhere. On January 31, 2014, four weeks after he left office, the United Nations made him a special envoy for cities and climate change. That meant the ex-mayor was now a diplomat, helping the UN secretary general mobilize cities as a way to fight global warming.6 A little more than three months later, Israel gave him their first Genesis Prize, soon dubbed the Jewish Nobel. The prize was created to promote the best of Jewish values. He seemed thrilled, obviously, but he carefully made the award more inclusive. He said that, yes, his parents had instilled in him the best Jewish traditions, but “the values I learned from my parents are probably the same values that I hope Christians and Muslims and Hindus and Buddhists learned from their parents. They’re all centered around God put us on earth and said we should take care of each other. We have an obligation not to just talk about it, but to actually do it.”7 Bloomberg took the $1 million prize and decided to “pay it forward,” as he said at the time.8 He set up a contest to find young entrepreneurs whose work would help follow a Jewish code of tikkun olam, a way to repair the world and make it a better place. As one example, Bloomberg’s Genesis winners included a group called BIP, which stood for Building with Israelis and Palestinians. They took their $100,000 to help Jewish and Palestinian youths work together on the basics, creating water and sewage facilities in the Palestinian territories.

A few months later, Queen Elizabeth named Bloomberg an Honorary Knight Commander of the Most Excellent Order of the British Empire in recognition of his multibillion-pound business headquartered in London and his philanthropy to promote the arts and education in Britain.9, 10 He was on the board of both the Serpentine gallery and the Old Vic theater, and he had become such a presence in London that one of the noisier tabloids started predicting he might run to replace Johnson as mayor.11 The New York Post immediately featured a front page with Bloomberg in the high black fur hat and red coat of the Queen’s royal guards.

At the home office, Bloomberg found that his own backyard had become far more challenging. The computerized financial markets had morphed into a hyper-complex world—super-fast and convoluted, the primary domain of “quants” or quantitative analysts with algorithms and all the new, ever-changing double back flips of finance. While he was mayor, Bloomberg had asked his former deputy mayor Dan Doctoroff to take charge of his company. Doctoroff, Peter Grauer, Tom Secunda, and Lex Fenwick had increased revenues from $5.4 billion in 2008 to just under $9 billion in 2014.12 Doctoroff and his colleagues had created both a workable incentive plan for employees and new profit centers and acquired such business stalwarts as BusinessWeek and BNA, an important source of detailed tax, legal, and regulatory information. (The additions became Bloomberg Businessweek and Bloomberg BNA.)

The core was still Mike Bloomberg’s idea—serve the customer, give the broker the data and news he or she needs and wants—and Bloomberg LP now provided a daily avalanche of information, elaborate analyses, customer support, and news of all kinds from all kinds of places around the world. The financial news division, Bloomberg News, was now quoted regularly by mainstream news organizations, and the company had hired a slew of expensive media types to talk about politics on air or redo and modernize some of the publications.

Bloomberg began turning up at more company meetings, gatherings where employees inevitably turned to him, not Doctoroff, for approval. Doctoroff’s friend and then colleague Norman Pearlstine tried to warn him that he was sitting in a very temporary seat. Pearlstine, a former news executive at the Wall Street Journal who went on to edit the Los Angeles Times, knew the lure of the top job. “I was one person who told Dan he [Bloomberg] was coming back,” Pearlstine remembered, “and Dan said, ‘Absolutely not. He never goes back. He always goes forward,’ and I said, ‘He’s gonna come back. The company’s three times the size it was when he left, and he’s going to want to run it.’ ”13

Doctoroff finally realized Pearlstine was right. It had always been Bloomberg LP, not Doctoroff, Inc.

As he announced his departure nine months after Bloomberg’s return, Doctoroff made his choice sound biblical. “Mike is kind of like God at the company,” he said. “He created the universe. He issued the Ten Commandments, and then he disappeared, and then he came back. You have to understand that when God comes back, things are going to be different. When God reappeared, people defer.”14

If that sounded a bit excessive, Bloomberg apparently liked joking about his status as deity, at least in his world of finance, politics, and philanthropy. Once, when I bumped into him at his philanthropy offices, he smiled mischievously and suggested an alternate title for this book. “What about God?” he said as aides nearby laughed nervously.15



Back at the company, Bloomberg had already begun emphasizing a few of his old office rules. Emails registered the time you came into the office—8:00? How could you? A stickler for all kinds of details, he grumbled about the way the paper towel racks were hidden artfully behind the mirrors in the men’s room. (He had arrows added to help direct others wandering around the rooms with dripping hands.)16

As a passionate believer in the value of open work areas, where people can collaborate or at least know what’s happening nearby, he saw that in his twelve-year absence some executives had carved out a little private space.

“A number of the senior people in the company had conference rooms next to their desks, and in the conference rooms there were family pictures,” he said a few years after he returned. “Literally, the next Monday when they came in, the walls were no longer on those ‘offices.’ I had the glass taken out of all of them.”17 He soon learned that some people also managed to get bigger desks, so “when they came in on Monday, every desk was the same.”18

Shortly after he regained full control of his company, Bloomberg sent out this memo:

To all Bloomberg people

Hi. It’s great to be back and start to meet all 16,000 (full time) hard-working Bloomberg employees.

One thing that helps are the badges we all wear around our necks. Unfortunately when one puts our B-unit [used to sign onto the machine] on the same lanyard as the badge, 50 percent of the time we block our names and photos. It makes the memory process for someone my age more difficult (and creates an issue for hard-working security guards). To help everyone, it makes sense to do what I do. Badge on the lanyard, B-unit in your pocket.

Tks, Mike.19

That sounded like a factory whistle to everybody in the company, a reminder that Bloomberg was back. For his now-massive operation of nearly twenty thousand employees (including part-time workers), that memo would be little more than window dressing. Bloomberg soon began to dig deeper, to analyze the newest details of his company. It was as if the corporation had a new executive, one colleague said. “And they always look under the carpets. They look in the cupboards. They look on the shelves.”20 Bloomberg was clearly startled by some of what he found.

One day shortly after his return, he sat at his famous terminal with the head of engineering and product development at his elbow. As an executive listened from afar, he could just hear Bloomberg and his tutor talking about “screen shot functionality.” The reconstituted boss was trying to catch up, going through the functions on the terminal, getting updated on the convoluted markets of the day. It was no easy task, even for an expert. The animal kingdom of finance had grown far beyond bulls and bears. There were unicorns and zebras and black swans and dead cats and cockroaches. There were Bitcoins and dark pools and exchanges, swaps and new, complicated packages of all sorts. With it came the ultra-fast, high-frequency trading and all the intricacies that accompanied such speed in the marketplace.

As the executive approached, Bloomberg suddenly challenged him. “You’ve looked at the top 500 functions on the terminal?” he asked before quickly returning to the head engineer and his own lessons on the latest tools available to Bloomberg clients. Most Bloomberg executives knew the stunning breadth of data and analytics and research available on their machine, but the newest refinements could be a mystery, especially as the questions from traders or others using the terminals became more detailed by the hour.

Bloomberg wanted to understand why this item was here on the computer system, the logic of that function there. It had to be easily understood—no computer speak or even Wall Street jargon. As he said, repeatedly, his job was often to ask the questions that others were embarrassed to ask because they might sound dumb. It was a key part of his management system: whenever somebody came to him with a problem or an opportunity, “they’ve got to describe it to me in language I can understand. Again and again, if that’s what it takes. Describing ‘how and when’ forces them to face all those things they initially glossed over when they thought about the ‘what’ . . . They have to satisfy me, a novice.”21

He confessed later to being surprised by how stunningly complex the financial world had become in his absence. The 320,000 Bloombergs around the globe processed 80 billion market transactions a day with terminal users sending one another 20 million instant messages.22 Later, asked how he saw his return to the company, the former mayor shook his head and said, “It has become so complicated.”23

As the returning leader, Bloomberg had a few disruptions in store. He began reorganizing management structures that, in his view, had become too independent from the group, straying from Bloomberg LP’s basic mission to work together to feed the terminal. He soon focused on the division with the highest profile—Bloomberg News.



Matthew Winkler, the incendiary hired from the Wall Street Journal, had created Bloomberg’s massive financial news operation over a quarter of a century, expanding from a few dozen people in 1990 to more than 2,500 by the time Bloomberg returned.

As the news operation spread into every medium from radio to broadcast to magazines to web fare, Winkler made Bloomberg News into a big-time player in the media field—a robust rival for the Wall Street Journal or Financial Times or network news. He would eventually win prizes for broadcast and print and digital media including the Pulitzer, the establishment’s ultimate acceptance of Bloomberg News as a force in the media world.24

Winkler had worked hard to weather the mayor’s political years, attempting to provide a little distance when covering the government of New York City. Bloomberg News had a full-time reporter at city hall, Henry Goldman, who covered his boss, the mayor, very carefully. It was a “difficult assignment,” he admitted, but he managed by sticking to “documents, what he says, what he does and what others say. There were no real investigations of Mayor Bloomberg by Bloomberg News, and Goldman did not get exclusive access. At a holiday party during his first term, Bloomberg gave Goldman a piece of stone and explained that it was his ‘Rock and a Hard Place Award.’ ”25 By standards of most of his colleagues, Goldman hewed a straight line in his coverage of the mayor.

The effort by Bloomberg News to cover the financial and political world without mentioning Bloomberg, the company or the man, was more tortured. When Forbes listed Michael Bloomberg in 2017 as the tenth richest man “on the planet” with $47.5 billion,26 Bloomberg’s own Bloomberg Billionaires Index failed to mention the owner in the list that was “updated at the close of every trading day in New York.” On April 4, 2017, for example, the index jumped from David Koch at $47.7 billion down to Larry Ellison at $47 billion, skipping Mike Bloomberg’s $47.5 billion altogether.

There were other similar quirks. Bloomberg liked to boast about how he promoted and encouraged women. He insisted he wanted “gender equality” so that the company could eventually be 50 percent male and 50 percent female “at every level, in every function, in every one of our offices.”27 Three years after he left city hall, the company created the Financial Services Gender-Equality Index28 to give investors an idea of the percentage of women in a company’s workforce. The reports were voluntary, but with more than a hundred companies by 2018, one is missing from the list—Bloomberg LP. Asked about the gap, a Bloomberg aide explained that the index was to help investors decide whether to invest in public companies. Bloomberg was private.29 One Bloomberg insider suggested defensively that perhaps the number of engineers—about five thousand and mostly male—might skew the numbers as more male than female.



From its birth in 1990, Bloomberg News was designed to spew unadorned facts on the terminal, and Winkler had spent nearly twenty years trying to wring opinion out of his news report. Yet in 2010, while he was still mayor, Bloomberg decided to create Bloomberg View, an opinion and editorial package for the news side. It would become a kind of combination think tank and op-ed section. George Soros had his Open Society. There were Cato and Heritage and Brookings, all places where ideas were the main commodity. Bloomberg wanted a whole section of superstars giving their opinions. The mayor, Winkler, and Doctoroff gathered a host of big names, most of them somewhere in the middle of the road politically. They would include Washington writers Al Hunt and Margaret Carlson; Peter Orszag, who had been director of the Office of Management and Budget for President Obama; Michael Lewis, author of Liar’s Poker and The Big Short; Michael Kinsley and Jonathan Alter, both famous authors and columnists; to name only a few.

The mayor had also hired some of the best opinion editors at the Times, including the Times op-ed editor, David Shipley. Shipley started out with a coeditor, James Rubin, who had worked as an assistant secretary of state under President Clinton. Each was paid about $500,000 a year, then a stunning salary for a journalist, and the idea was that neither would be the boss. They would share the opinion side with Shipley focusing on national opinion and Rubin covering the foreign side. With two strong personalities, it was a matchup made for divorce. Ten months later, Rubin was out and Shipley was in charge.

Andrew Rosenthal, then editor of the Times editorial page, recalled the day when then mayor Bloomberg called to talk about running his new opinion section, in particular how the page editor and the publisher run an editorial board. Rosenthal explained that occasionally your editorial staff is going to disagree with you and you are just going to have to back off and let the writers have their way. Arthur Sulzberger, then the Times publisher, had occasionally disagreed with his editorial writers but watched contrary views appear in print, Rosenthal told the mayor.

There was a brief silence, Rosenthal recalled. Then the owner of all things Bloomberg said, “Really? Hmmm.”

Rosenthal, who figured that Bloomberg had just rejected the whole concept of an editorial writer disagreeing with the boss, never heard from Bloomberg again.30 Started in 2011, Bloomberg’s View was very much Bloomberg’s view. He would use the platform occasionally over the years to write about climate change or trade policy or immigration or whether he planned to run for president. But, even with a talented staff and Bloomberg’s deep pockets, the View struggled to get noticed in the early years. By the Trump era, however, View was making its mark, even as the name changed to Bloomberg Opinion in 2018. Long accustomed to serving a financially sophisticated audience, including those working at the company terminals, Bloomberg’s editorial writers and columnists were well positioned to comment for a wider audience about why Trump’s policies were as shaky and disreputable as his finances.31



Even while Bloomberg was concentrating his energies on city hall, the Bloomberg news operation had shifted and grown and matured far from the old bulletins for the Bloomberg Terminal to more in-depth reporting around the world. And the conflict between the news side and the business side selling terminals was beginning to show. Journalists, being journalists, wanted to report the big story, the big investigation, the inside scoop. The Bloomberg sales staff wanted companies to continue renting their machines—even if flaws in those companies were being revealed by the Bloomberg news teams. It is a conflict as old as journalism when newspapers tiptoed around their advertisers or failed to do so as a matter of principle (losing ads but perhaps gaining subscribers). That conflict was even more noticeable at Bloomberg LP. As far as the top officials were concerned, the news operation was there to serve the data information business. News was unofficially designed to be another function on the machine.

When Bloomberg returned from city hall, Winkler was still dealing with the aftermath of two major problems at his news operation. First came word that reporters were snooping on consumers using the Bloomberg Terminals—a breach of confidence that drew widespread concern among the Bloomberg users around the globe. Second, an incident in China exposed a bitter conflict between Winkler’s journalists and the sales force peddling the Bloomberg Terminal in Asia.

One workday in early 2013, an official at Goldman Sachs got a strange call from a Bloomberg reporter who asked whether a Goldman employee was still with the firm, because she noticed that he had been “off his terminal for weeks.”

Off his terminal? Alarm bells rang at Goldman where there were hundreds of these terminals. How was a Bloomberg news reporter able to monitor when a Goldman employee turned on the Bloomberg machine? How did the news side of Bloomberg know anything about what the business user was doing? Goldman executives “took a hard look then at the Bloomberg contract” and worried that those on the other side of the screens at Bloomberg could probably scrape data from inside their firm.32

As the word spread to other banks and financial institutions, the New York Post and then the Times reported that Bloomberg reporters had been trained to spy on Bloomberg clients to get news. Financial news analysts (not at Bloomberg) began calling it “the Bloomberg Breach,” and there were reports on CNBC, for example, of widespread concern about how far the snooping had gone.33 A spokesman for the Bank of England called the intrusion “reprehensible.”34 For users of those expensive terminals, it was a reminder that the central Bloomberg brain—that colony of expert researchers and analysts—had to know what clients were asking in order to provide the answers. Did they pass those questions and answers on to the news side?

One Bloomberg contract, revealed by the digital business news website Quartz, stipulated that Bloomberg could monitor customer usage “solely for operational reasons.” That had the sound of engineers or customer support workers. But somewhere in the same network were the people who reported for Bloomberg News. That wall between news and business apparently had a few holes in it. There had been hints two years earlier when a Bloomberg TV anchor reported that the news operation had used “one of the unique tools that we have at our disposal, to find out a little bit about” a trader who lost millions of dollars for UBS.35 But the Goldman incident shook the belief for many clients that the business they were conducting on the Bloomberg system was safe and private.

Winkler moved quickly to apologize and announce that reporters no longer had access to even basic activity by clients, including log-on information. “Our reporters should not have access to any data considered proprietary. I am sorry they did. The error is inexcusable,” he said in an editorial in Bloomberg View.36 Winkler also insisted that reporters could only see log-on information and how many times a client used “aggregated” functions akin to seeing how many times a client used Excel or Word. “At no time did reporters have access to trading, portfolio, monitor, blotter” or other parts of the Bloomberg system, he wrote. And he added that they could not see messages and stories or securities that clients were examining on the terminal. Finally, Winkler also promised that no Bloomberg reporter would be allowed to poke around in a client’s terminal ever again.

CEO Dan Doctoroff apologized personally to dozens of clients. He labeled it a “mistake,” and when users signed onto their terminals, an apology and statement about privacy for clients was the first thing they saw. Doctoroff, who had taken over the company in 2008, tried to organize Bloomberg’s freewheeling management system, often described as throwing cats in a bag to see who claws a way out. He had argued for a few new concepts to help various divisions like news make more money. He had been known to remind editors that the terminal paid their mortgages. He often called the machine “the sun” or sometimes “the giver of life,” and on his desk, he had a model of the known planets circling a sun with the image of the terminal attached to it.37 A loss of confidence by Bloomberg’s customers was the last thing he needed.



The Chinese episode, which came to a head a few months later, jeopardized both Winkler’s hard-fought reputation in journalism and the Bloomberg company’s access to a growing market. Across the globe, China’s economy was booming, a lucrative market for Western businesses including Bloomberg LP. By late 2013, there were more than two thousand Bloomberg Terminals in China38 with plenty of room to grow. The Bloomberg operations in Beijing and Hong Kong were also busy feeding Chinese data and news into the more than 320,000 terminals around the world. It was good for business, but Bloomberg company officials always worried about whether Bloomberg News coverage of China would offend Chinese officials. To keep the Chinese data coming, some of Bloomberg’s managers found a way in 2011 to block items that might cause the Chinese to hamper the Bloomberg business. It was called Code 204. When Code 204 was attached to a story, it automatically stopped at the borders of Mainland China.39

At the same time, Winkler was creating a strong investigative unit, and the Hong Kong news bureau included editor-at-large Ben Richardson and Michael Forsythe, the chief investigative reporter, plus three other investigators. Amanda Bennett, who won a Pulitzer for work at the Wall Street Journal and had been the first woman editor of the Philadelphia Inquirer, ran the investigative team, which made international news in 2012 for a series called China’s Red Nobility. The stunning report gave details about the family finances of Xi Jinping, who would soon become president of China. The family, with its holdings in minerals, real estate, and mobile phone equipment, had assets of $376 million. It was a gutsy report, so widely admired in the journalism community that it won a Polk Award40 and came close to winning the Pulitzer, which went instead to the Times for its piece on the Chinese “princelings” making money because of their connections to outgoing premier Wen Jiabao.41

The Times Pulitzer disappointed and infuriated Winkler. Even worse for the company, China’s officials blocked or slowed access to press events for Bloomberg reporters. The Bloomberg News website was also blocked in China,42 and Chinese officials suddenly appeared at Bloomberg offices for unannounced inspections for “safety” or “security.”43 The company had become another news organization (like the Times and the Journal) that was having great difficulty getting residency visas for its journalists.44 The sales of Bloomberg Terminals stalled, and it became harder to get the kind of financial data out of China that Bloomberg’s terminal users needed around the world.

Bloomberg officials were not happy with a drop in terminal sales, but they could cope. The real problem was that the Bloomberg system could not thrive without the best and fastest possible financial data out of China, and the top officials in China knew it. “If you’re half a second slower than Reuters, there’s trouble,” said one former Bloomberg insider. “That was huge leverage over Bloomberg for the Chinese.”45

After the Polk Award and praise from Winkler, Richardson and Forsythe and the team in Hong Kong prepared another investigative package they believed was ready to go. It had footnotes, the okay from lawyers, and even praise from Bloomberg editors back home.46

Then, as they waited for final approval in late October 2013, the bureau got a call from Winkler. On speakerphone,47 he explained that their latest investigative effort would not be published as written because, frankly, it could offend China’s prickly leadership. Winkler as much as acknowledged that it was an act of self-censorship, and Bloomberg sources told the Times for a front-page story that Winkler had compared it to the way foreign bureaus curbed their outrage in order to cover Nazi-era Germany.48

Winkler publicly denied for a while that the China stories were actually killed. He said that what the Hong Kong bureau had produced was a proposal, not a story, and he thought the Times was “unfair” and even “dishonest,” first by failing to write glowingly about Bloomberg’s original blockbuster series and then accusing him—on the front page, no less—of killing what was an unfinished follow-up series. Winkler also fumed about the reporting of a “private” conversation on speakerphone that was taped by a member of his Hong Kong bureau and passed along to the media. Even years later, he remained furious at Bloomberg’s top investigator, Michael Forsythe, the thirteen-year veteran at Bloomberg,49 who Winkler decided had leaked the tape. Forsythe, who never actually denied passing the conversation along to other reporters, was suspended then fired from the Hong Kong bureau within a few days after the Times article. He later joined the Times staff in Asia.50

The firing of Forsythe began the unraveling of the Bloomberg investigative unit. The editor, Amanda Bennett, moved on shortly after the Winkler phone call. Ben Richardson held on for a few more months, but he said, on leaving, that “I left Bloomberg because of the way the story was mishandled, and because of how the company made misleading statements in the global press and senior executives disparaged the team that worked so hard to execute an incredibly demanding story.”51 One former Bloomberg reporter said that many of them signed on to the Bloomberg Way because Bennett and Winkler had said they wanted Bloomberg News to be the most influential news organization in the world. “And we believed it,” the journalist said sadly.

Anyone who missed the message after Winkler’s call and Forsythe’s firing got the word clearly enough a short time later when Peter Grauer, chairman of Bloomberg LP and a longtime personal friend of Bloomberg, came to Hong Kong.

“We have to be there,” Grauer told a group of business leaders at the Asia Society, meaning that Bloomberg LP had to expand in China. He said that the news operation “should have rethought” publishing some pieces—a comment that appeared to point directly at the Hong Kong investigations. Grauer also reportedly told the Hong Kong reporters that the company’s sales team had been forced to do a “heroic job” repairing company relations with the Chinese.52 And one source at the bureau reported that Grauer warned the company would be “back in the shitbox” if “we were to do anything like that again.”53

Bloomberg himself had withheld any public comment about China or Goldman Sachs while he was finishing his last hectic year as mayor. But soon after he left office, Andrew Ross Sorkin asked Bloomberg on CNBC whether his company had “muzzled” its journalists covering China. Bloomberg avoided a direct answer. The Chinese “have rules about what you can publish,” he said. “We follow those rules and if you don’t follow the rules, you’re not in the country.”54

At his first meeting with the news staff after he was mayor, he repeated the point that if a country gives you a license with restrictions, you either comply or you leave. “The thing that hurt me the most is that some people tried to make this something we should be ashamed of, and we have nothing to be ashamed of,” he told the staff. “There are things that the press shouldn’t be doing and can’t,” he added. As for the ethics of Bloomberg News while he was away as mayor, “We have zero to be apologetic for.”55



Even so, Bloomberg recognized that he had a problem with Winkler. Before he announced plans to retake control of the business at the end of 2014, Bloomberg had started asking who should replace him.56 Soon, he produced his answer. Ever an Anglophile with two homes and what would become a showplace European headquarters being built in London, Bloomberg had sometimes been mentioned as a billionaire reputable enough to buy The Economist. Instead, he hired its editor, John Micklethwait, a fifty-two-year-old former banker who had been running the magazine for eight years.

If Mike Bloomberg was looking for Winkler’s opposite, he had found it in Micklethwait. The new editor was British born, Oxford educated, and every ounce the classic Anglo-aristocrat who could chart his bloodline back to William the Conqueror.57 Micklethwait had briefly tried banking and then moved to The Economist, one of Bloomberg’s favored publications. It was an elite, 171-year-old operation, excellently written (no bylines) with claims to sit in the “radical center”58 of British politics. Bloomberg, an avowed centrist himself, saw a soul mate, but it would still be a big step for the Brit. Micklethwait went from overseeing a collegial operation with 130 mostly well-behaved employees to Winkler’s fast and turbulent media arena with 2,500 employees across the globe.59

Micklethwait took over Bloomberg News in February 2015, and two months later, Winkler’s team finally won the golden Pulitzer Prize. Zachary Mider, one of the stars remaining on Winkler’s investigative team, won for explanatory reporting about how corporations dodge taxes by hiding U.S. profits abroad. The Poynter Institute columnist James Warren spoke for many in old-line, mainstream media when he wrote, “Goliath came out of the shadows Monday.”60 At the company ceremony, when Micklethwait made the announcement, Bloomberg nudged Winkler and said, grinning, “What took you so fucking long?”61 It was supposed to be a joke.

Winkler had made his mistakes in twenty-five years, but he had achieved what he thought Bloomberg wanted. From a few rewrite serfs churning out public relations updates for terminal users, Winkler had created a massive news organization rivaling Dow Jones and the New York Times and Reuters in day-to-day coverage of business and finance. But Bloomberg News had outgrown Winkler’s red-faced, nitro school of management.

Bloomberg, the boss redux, also saw parts of the new media world that did not fit with his original mission of business news for businesspeople. He would soon fire some of the bright, young editors brought in to give buzz to Bloomberg Businessweek or to add luster to the television coverage. He reportedly rejected some efforts to increase viewership of Bloomberg Television. (In 2013, the audience was so small it was not rated by Nielsen.) Doctoroff had overseen the hiring of two star political journalists, Mark Halperin and John Heilemann, at a reported $1 million each. Their television show, With All Due Respect, which ran on the Bloomberg News cable channel and MSNBC, didn’t get much respect from viewers, however, and Bloomberg had to apologize for one of his jokes about the duo. He called them Haldeman and Ehrlichman during a talk with the Washington staff. Their lush contract expired with the 2016 elections.62

Micklethwait had already started returning the news operation to basics. Six months after he arrived, he had sent out a long memo about where Bloomberg News was going. It sounded very familiar.

Micklethwait’s memo, which he released after he had fired eighty people (including at least one who had written a memo complaining about chaos at Bloomberg News),63 referred to his downsizing as “refocusing our considerable resources.” And he decreed that Bloomberg News would be “the chronicle of capitalism.” He vowed to “expose financiers’ mistakes and vanities,” in short to alert terminal users to the flaws around them. But he wanted Bloomberg News to distinguish itself by also showing “our passion for business, finance and markets.”

“So, if you are not intrigued by how people make money, or are inclined to sneer at those who are good at it, or yearn to practice ‘gotcha journalism’ on investment bankers simply because they’ve chosen to be bankers, Bloomberg is probably the wrong place for you.”64

Micklethwait’s job was to organize all the various news arms into one structure. He wanted the news side to be less hierarchal. He wanted more collaboration—a Bloomberg mantra since those early days of four guys in a one-room office. Micklethwait gave a brief nod to investigative journalism but noted that he would continue to “cut back on lengthy self-indulgent stories.”

Winkler stayed on in an emeritus position after having “stepped down” in late 2014, as he put it later.65 From the sidelines, he had to watch as Bloomberg moved Micklethwait onto the international stage. Newsroom regulars groused about the distant and inscrutable Brit, but Micklethwait soon became a prime Bloomberg interviewer of global leaders at Bloomberg’s increasing number of global meetings in New York and Asia. For example, at Bloomberg’s economic meeting in Singapore in 2018, where Bloomberg was launching his Asian version of Davos, Micklethwait talked with outgoing prime minister Lee Hsien Loong, who declared that his outpost was like a “Bonsai Tree Model of What China Is.”66 With that comment, Micklethwait, Prime Minister Lee, and Bloomberg all made the news.

If the news division was a little more than 10 percent of Bloomberg’s army of nearly 20,000 people, it was the public face—in every medium and on every new gizmo. Inside, the company also worked to adapt to every shift in the digital stratosphere. Analytics, plain old data, new data, pricing data, regulations data, buy, sell, hold, a complete cafeteria of access and data from every business market—Bloomberg offered it all. Then there was help with managing risk, accounting. You could even estimate how much it would probably cost your two-year-old to go to a private college. While there was a lot of grousing about long hours at the company—and who doesn’t like to complain about their job?—the independent employment site Glassdoor analyzed hundreds of comments from Bloomberg workers (some anonymous) and determined in 2018 that Bloomberg got a 90 percent approval rating as CEO.67

By that time, the Mike Bloomberg company code was cast in stone. Hire the smartest people you can find who work the hardest. Demand collaboration (especially hard for bigger egos at or near the top). Demand loyalty (but also get them to sign an agreement not to talk about the company or to disparage the bosses and the terminal). Return that loyalty with nice, warm paychecks and top-of-the-line health care and bonuses and, of course, free food—breakfasts or snacks or a complete cafeteria like the one in Princeton, where delis were a car ride away.

His company had open spaces in every office in every major country. “I issue proclamations telling everyone to work together, but it’s the lack of walls that make them do it,” he insisted.68 He once admitted that in the early days when there were more people than office space, he had a carpenter come in on a Friday night and cut eighteen inches off of each worker’s desk. Apparently workers were so accustomed to being a tightly knit operation, it took a while for them to catch on.69

But for all the lack of personal space for his people, Bloomberg also wanted to have splendid offices so that workers would be proud to stay at work. That meant a tall glass tower like the “mother ship” in Manhattan or an elegant three-story office in Hong Kong. Then there was London.



On a cool October day in 2017, a very proud Michael Bloomberg stood with London’s mayor, Sadiq Khan, installation artist Cristina Iglesias, and the famous architect who designed the two buildings that served as his stunning backdrop, Lord Norman Foster.

Foster was famous for the “gherkin,” the bullet-shaped skyscraper that vied for notice in London’s skyline with other high-end works—a needle-thin tower called the Shard (Renzo Piano) and another that looked like a giant, old-fashioned walkie-talkie (Rafael Viñoly). In Hong Kong, Foster had built a bank that was supposed to be like a Lego building that you could change or even dismantle if mainland China became too unfriendly. Perhaps more important for Bloomberg, Foster was one of the first high-end architects to create open-plan office buildings.

Bloomberg, who often called London his second home (although he actually had two homes in the city), did not want a splashy office skyscraper. He wanted a building that inspired his employees, of course, a place that could fit less conspicuously in the historic center of London. As an engineer, he wanted every possible technology to save energy and make the building a showplace for sustainability. And he wanted to show the world that an American businessman cared about public art and archaeology.

He began working on his new European headquarters while he was still mayor. For the then-mayor’s rare visits to the Bloomberg offices in Manhattan, he often inspected a model of the Foster building. Foster took notes at their first meeting. They said the exterior had to be “respectful, fitting in, understated, classy.” Inside, it was to be “organic and dynamic.” By some accounts, with two strong personalities involved, it became a long and difficult birth. Bloomberg kept a close watch on the builder and the building, and he joked at the opening that “some people say that the reason it took us almost a decade to build this is that we had a billionaire who wanted to be an architect working with an architect who wanted to be a billionaire.”70 For Bloomberg and the architectural world, it was worth the struggle.

The design is meant to sweep people up a wide corridor into a central hub (with food and fish tanks and mingling, as is the Bloomberg way). Workers labor at round desks throughout the 3.2-acre site (1.1 million square feet of office space). There is art, big public art like a large bas-relief sculpture by Cristina Iglesias, and there are environmental details that were an obvious source of pride for the billionaire/engineer. The windows, for example, have huge fins that open to real air. “Gills,” the architect called them. The ceiling was a field of LED lights, and the whole package was designed to save six hundred metric tons of carbon dioxide emissions every year.71

Besides the agonies over which stone and what kind of ventilation, the building also took longer because it was built over a site where ancient Romans practiced their mysterious worship of the god Mithras. Bloomberg had given archaeologists plenty of time and support to dig up more than fourteen thousand artifacts that ranged from a phallic-inspired pin that might have held together some early Roman’s toga to tablets with early messages written in wax that appear to be the first written mention of the town London. Bloomberg reimagined the meeting hall for the mysterious cult that seemed to include the idea of Mithras killing a bull, a somewhat counterintuitive symbol for many of Bloomberg’s customers on Wall Street. But what mattered most for London’s archaeologists was that the billionaire and his team gave them time to carefully unearth the layers of British history.

There were a few snarky reviews, of course. The Guardian complained that it was “chubby and prosaic,” that it looked like a “regional department store,” and that the Iglesias sculpture brought to mind a “fetid swamp.”72 Another writer praised the new complex, but compared it to Willy Wonka’s magic emporium. Most saw a successful effort to make the London headquarters into the ultimate, futuristic office building where workers had an open invitation to come together and work very, very hard, since everybody could see everybody else. When the building won Britain’s top architectural prize in 2018, Ben Derbyshire, president of the Royal Institute of British Architects, said that Foster and Bloomberg “had not just raised the bar for office design and city planning, but smashed the ceiling.”73

Bloomberg was immensely proud of his European headquarters, but as the elaborate complex was being finished, Britain suddenly voted to leave the European Union. The vote for “Brexit” sent some companies scurrying from London to Germany or Brussels to deal with their European operations. Bloomberg had argued against the withdrawal before the vote in June 2016. Two weeks before he opened his London office in 2017, Bloomberg spoke at a technology conference in Boston. Blunt as ever, he said exactly what he was thinking. “We are opening a brand new European headquarters in London—two big, expensive buildings. Would I have done it if I knew they were going to drop out? I’ve had some thoughts that maybe I wouldn’t have.” He quickly added, “But we are there [and] we are going to be very happy.”74

Leaving Britain? Never, he later assured his friends. His ex-wife was a Brit; his two daughters had British passports. He owned two elaborate homes in London. One of them, purchased in 2015 for $25 million, $1 million over the asking price, was the historic mansion where writer George Eliot had spent her final days.75 Brexit wouldn’t send him packing, but he wouldn’t be shy about how he viewed the whole, clumsy mess. As he put it, on several occasions, Brexit was “the single stupidest thing that any country has ever done, but then we Trumped it.”76
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MOVING TARGETS NOT SITTING DUCKS

“Growth makes us a moving target, no growth makes us a sitting duck.”

—Bloomberg by Bloomberg, 2019

At 8:30 a.m. London time on April 17, 2015, traders at Bloomberg Terminals around the world suddenly saw their normally hyperactive screens offer one alarming message—“CONNECTION LOST.” Across the globe, Bloomberg users groused and howled as the markets stalled. In Britain, officials in the government’s debt management office were so nervous about the sudden outage that they delayed a treasury bill auction worth more than $4 billion.1

It was as if some huge plug in the central Bloomberg socket had suddenly been dislodged, instantly shutting down a global network of 320,000 machines. Some traders took to Twitter—“If markets move, but there is no Bloomberg Machine operational to report it, does it make a sound?” asked one. Another reported, “Millions of traders are looking out the window for the first time in years.” And the Daily Mail speculated mischievously that the entire blackout was caused by a Coke spilled somewhere on one of the main Bloomberg servers.

Within about two hours, most of the terminals were back running after the Bloomberg company declared an “internal network issue” and began to reexamine the “multiple redundant systems,” which had failed one by one.2 The sudden loss of Bloomberg power had embarrassed the army of computer engineers at the company, but the global outage also sent out another blunt reminder of the Bloomberg hold on financial data, research, analytics, and news. In the years since 1982 when Mike Bloomberg and his team of smart, young techies created the Bloomberg machine, it had grown from a curiosity to a necessity. The Financial Times called it “the central nervous system of finance.”3 Institutional Investor described “a one-stop, perma-blinking information pleasure dome encompassing data, news, analytics and much much more—the financial product world’s answer to the Broadway show.”4

The reckoning also alerted a small army of hopeful competitors. For them, the Bloomberg Terminal was too big and too complex and far too expensive for the normal needs of finance. The “breach”— how some financiers had called reports about Bloomberg News reporters spying on terminal use in 2013—had already energized a group of bankers to look elsewhere. And any weakness in Bloomberg’s fortress would ignite talk of another potential “Bloomberg killer.”

Bloomberg liked to scoff at the latest competitor, but he was known for having such a competitive drive that his dismissals often sounded faintly hollow. He had always argued that the best defense against potential rivals was to keep moving. “As long as we continue to be driven by our forward-thinking culture, instead of looking over our shoulders and following what the competition is doing,” he said, “we’ll be fine.”5

Bloomberg, the salesman, could quickly list the reasons that his machine had survived and prevailed in the marketplace. Better data, better research, better customer service, better employees, better you name it. Plus, they kept going back to the customers to ask what they needed, what worked and what didn’t. But beyond that chest-thumping was a tough competitive heart. He showed it at his company when it became clear they needed to move fast to outpace some rival who had come up with a good idea. Outpace it or adapt it.



Thomson Reuters was causing the most dyspepsia at Bloomberg in 2014 after the established news organization linked up with a group of bankers who had created a financial chat service called Symphony. The group, Symphony Communication Services, which included Goldman Sachs, Bank of America, Bank of New York, BlackRock, Inc. Citigroup, Credit Suisse, JPMorgan Chase, and others, put up $66 million and6 went straight for one of the most popular parts of the Bloomberg system—the internal email. When a terminal user told a business associate to “Bloomberg me,” it was like a secret handshake among the power brokers in finance. If you had a Bloomberg system, the internal email provided contact with the 320,000 others who had enough money and probably clout to have a Bloomberg. This was not standard email, not Gmail with nearly a billion users worldwide. This was Bloomberg’s instant messaging for the top tier in global finance—or anybody with a $24,000 terminal.

The CEO of Symphony, David Gurle, later claimed that the firm didn’t actually want to kill off Bloomberg and its expensive email. They merely wanted to expand the messaging to thousands of workers beyond the corporate boardroom. Instead, he described it as moving from Bloomberg’s private, gated road to a superhighway that allowed more kinds of traffic (including young quants on motorcycles or bots, as robots were now called).7

But Bloomberg LP reacted in a surprising way to the Symphony challenge. Normally, to have any Bloomberg service you had to buy the big package, which included messaging. Bloomberg suddenly began selling the message service for $10 a month to other employees in a company that had already purchased the Bloomberg systems (but perhaps didn’t have a Bloomberg of their own).8

By late 2018, still another threat loomed. Blackstone, the investment behemoth, bought a majority stake in the massive Thomson Reuters data and news business. The move was quickly seen as setting up a mega-battle between Stephen Schwarzman, chairman and CEO of the Blackstone Group, and Michael Bloomberg.9 Schwarzman, who founded the Blackstone private equity firm in 1985 with former commerce secretary Peter Peterson, later built it into what Forbes described as “the world’s largest buyout firm” with $500 billion in assets by 2019.10 But the differences between the Bloomberg and Schwarzman were also political. Bloomberg had become a big giver to Democratic candidates in 2018, Schwarzman contributed to Republicans. The political divide could only add to the tension between the two camps.

Blackstone’s new venture with Reuters would be called Refinitiv, and it immediately led the pack of at least six others out there trying to tap into the $30 billion data market11 dominated by Bloomberg.12 One of the most inventive was Money.net, created by Morgan Downey, an engaging Irishman who once ran Bloomberg’s global commodity division. Downey offered what he hoped would be the people’s terminal. Instead of $24,000 a year for a Bloomberg by 2019, Downey said he was charging about $1,500 a year. Like other competitors, Downey disparaged Bloomberg’s system as old-fashioned and overly complicated. As he put it, Bloomberg is “your grandfather’s trading tool.”13 Of course, a lot of those grandfathers ran corporations and governments around the world.

By the beginning of 2019, however, Bloomberg had still managed to beat the competition and stay on top with his gold standard machine. Douglas B. Taylor, managing director of Burton-Taylor International Consulting, estimated that Bloomberg led the market with nearly 33 percent, with Reuters (or Refinitiv) the closest competition at 22 percent. Others trailed with bits and pieces of the market, in the single digits or less.

“Any news of Bloomberg’s demise is greatly exaggerated,” Taylor said in early 2019. One of the top analysts of the market data and analysis business including the privately owned Bloomberg, Taylor said that, except for Reuters, Bloomberg’s competitors were nibbling around the edges. And Bloomberg LP’s revenues were rising to more than $10 billion in 2018. As for potential Bloomberg killers, he added that “generally the people that come after Bloomberg’s business end up as roadkill.”14

In the meantime, Bloomberg had redirected his company’s main focus to the terminal users, still his core business, and, as the company grew stronger each year, he turned to one of his favored pastimes, giving out all sorts of advice to young entrepreneurs about how he became such a powerful billionaire. Besides the mantra—get in early, work hard, don’t go to the bathroom (a joke, maybe), and leave late—occasionally he looked back more at nearly thirty years of success and mentioned another requirement—luck.

“People that are successful think they’re smart, and I think they’re lucky, me included,” Bloomberg said. “We started [the Bloomberg Terminal] at the right time, but if we’d zigged instead of zagged it wouldn’t have turned out that way . . . I think what happened with our luck is we did something that nobody else did; so the competition in the beginning wasn’t there.”15

Later, he added: “We had what Jeff Bezos would tell you was the reason for most of his success—first mover advantage. Because by the time they realized that, ‘Oh, what Bloomberg was doing is valuable and people will take the data from him because he has done something else with it,’ it was pretty hard, late for them to catch up.”16

That did not mean he was lucky enough to let things slide. Chairman Bloomberg, who had a maxim for everything, made it clear to his employees that to compete in their hyper-fast world, the company had to grow and adapt constantly. “Growth makes us a moving target. No growth makes us a sitting duck.”17 Or, a corollary: “Any supplier who offers today what it sold yesterday will be out of business tomorrow.”

He still claimed he didn’t worry about competitors who are always promising to deliver a cheaper, faster, easier machine. As he put it dismissively, “They compare Bloomberg, an operating F18 jet fighter, with their still-being-developed witch on a broomstick.”18

By 2019, the fighter jet was still working just fine for Michael Bloomberg.
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GIVING BACK

“When I get to heaven, I’m not sure I’m going to stand for an interview. I’m going right in.”

—Bloomberg to CBS’s 60 Minutes, 20171

Michael Bloomberg is a generous billionaire. He has been repeatedly ranked as one of the top donors in the country by The Chronicle of Philanthropy, coming in second place in 2018 after Jeff and MacKenzie Bezos, who gave away $2 billion to Bloomberg’s $767 million.2

Bloomberg had already signed the Giving Pledge along with Warren Buffett, Bill and Melinda Gates, and more than one hundred other wealthy people who promised to give away at least half of their fortunes before they died.3 Bloomberg vowed to do even better. When asked about his philanthropy, Bloomberg would often say that he planned for his check to the undertaker to bounce, a view that echoed Andrew Carnegie’s famous line that “the man who dies rich, dies disgraced.”4

Over the years, Bloomberg has given privately and publicly. His personal generosity was often reflexive and heartfelt—from millions for hospitals and facilities in Israel and Johns Hopkins, his beloved alma mater, to much smaller gifts to friends, employees, even his critics and people he hardly knew. Most of his public giving has been strategically directed to improve the health of the planet and its people—including an emphasis on curbing guns, obesity, tobacco, and climate change. There would still be plenty of money left to support his other pet causes—money for the arts and education and innovations, particularly in cities. And he would carve out millions for his favored candidates who supported climate change and gun control and anybody but President Donald Trump.

Privately, Bloomberg seemed to seek out people in trouble. When he learned that the wife of one top city employee had leukemia, Bloomberg got her into an advanced medical program. A professor once told a Bloomberg employee that he was having heart trouble. “Next thing I knew, the helicopter took me to Johns Hopkins” to see Bloomberg’s preferred cardiologists. He paid for the funeral of a campaign worker whose family was struggling. And he reached out to people in trouble. “He called my mom every day when she was dying,” the son of a Bloomberg friend reported. And if he knew you were fired, Bloomberg was often among the first to offer support and a reminder that being axed did not mean you had been extinguished as a human being. He had been there.

Even some of his political opponents were visited by Bloomberg’s better angel. The late Wayne Barrett, a veteran investigative reporter for the Village Voice, had repeatedly scorched Bloomberg in print. “I really hammered the guy,” he said, “because that’s what I do.”5

To cite only one example of Barrett’s Bloomberg work, when the mayor used his money and political clout to run for a third term—breaking his own promise to retire after two terms—Barrett wrote an article with the headline “The Transformation of Mike Bloomberg: How the Benevolent Billionaire with No Political Debts Ended Up Owning Us All.”

Yet, when Barrett was ill and in the hospital, the head nurse came running down the hall one day and burst into his room. “It’s the mayor on the line,” she said breathlessly, holding out her cell phone.

“For ten or more minutes, he was telling me what a good journalist I am and wishing me good luck and all that. It was totally surprising,” Barrett recalled. Plus, he noted, his care improved considerably.

And then there were the little surprises, flashy reminders that he had deeper pockets than most. Early in his first term, Bloomberg and a few city officials stopped at a Greek diner for a late-night meal. The owner rushed over and said how honored he was to have the mayor and how the food was on him. The mayor smiled and said thank you. Then, as he left, he pulled out a hundred dollar bill, gave it to the waiter, and said, “Have a good night.”6

There are plenty of these stories—the sudden handout, the calls to those in pain, the help finding good medical care. Was this, as one skeptic put it, guilt for gilt? Maybe. But a more generous explanation was that Bloomberg had the power to help and enjoyed using it.

Like his peers, Bloomberg gave to museums and major charities, but his public philanthropy was different for one major reason: he had been a mayor for twelve years, and he knew the gritty problems that cities faced every day. He would argue that cities were where changes could be made for the better—not in Washington, where politics too often had hardened into perpetual gridlock. As a result, his public giving began to focus on cities, and he concentrated on finding smaller innovations that could be adopted by urban areas across the world.

Shortly after he left city hall, Bloomberg appeared before a group of philanthropists and their representatives to explain his view. The “public sector traditionally hasn’t innovated very well,” he said, because there are “powerful disincentives” in case the new idea is a flop. “If there’s anything that scares elected officials, not to mention their consultants, it’s failure. The press magnifies failure. They harp on it. They sensationalize it, and opponents exploit that so politicians play it safe.” A waste of taxpayer money on a faulty experiment simply writes the political ad for an opponent, he said. So, “That’s where philanthropy comes in,”7 he said.



Bloomberg Philanthropies, the umbrella organization created in 2006 to manage his many charitable ventures, operates in an elegant Stanford White mansion on East Seventy-eighth Street in Manhattan.8 Bloomberg purchased the historic building in 2006 for a somewhat high, pre-2008 crisis price of $45 million, and, after substantial renovations, he opened his charity headquarters there a short time later.9 The grand residence was once owned by one of New York’s oldest and richest families, whose most famous member in the nineteenth century was Hamilton Fish, governor of New York, U.S. senator, and secretary of state. The house was built for his son, Stuyvesant Fish. Outside there is still a wrought-iron fence with a fish theme, a reminder of the family’s golden days.

Behind a somber exterior, the doors now slide open to a burst of light and glass, with transparent stairs and walls and a variety of art, from very ancient to very last week. Bloomberg’s own favorite is a seventeenth-century painting called The Library of Euclid by Domenico Maroli,10 which dominates one wall. It shows Euclid of Megara disguising himself as a woman because Megaran males were banned from entering Athens, where Socrates was teaching. Elsewhere, a collection of the latest contemporary art changes more often than the seasons. It is a see-through workplace where people are laboring with a visible intensity, and in some ways, this formidable glass castle feels like an architect’s version of the man himself. Staid on the outside, full of energy and unpredictability on the inside.

Bloomberg Philanthropies has been a small operation for the largesse it dispensed over the first dozen years. Some two hundred employees around the world scrambled to find worthy recipients for grants that ranged from a few thousand dollars to tens of millions. Bloomberg planned to dole out more with every birthday with $10 billion of his $50 billion–plus fortune promised by the end of 2019 at age seventy-seven.11 (He sometimes said he planned to live to 125, which would give him a little extra time to spread his wealth around. But if he pushed the wrong pedal on the helicopter or skied into a tree, of course, like the heirs to the Rockefeller and the Carnegie fortunes, his trusted friends and family could take over.)

Bloomberg put his most-important employee, Patti Harris, in charge of his charity, even though, at the time, she was still his top deputy mayor with plenty on her schedule. She was already the chief guide for Bloomberg’s political adventures; she had untangled many of his problems at city hall; and she was generally the one who made certain that his job and his life ran as smoothly as possible. Now she would add control over the organization created to give away billions of dollars in five main areas: public health, arts, government innovation (especially in cities), education, and the environment.

“Patti has been the eyes and ears. She’s been the moral standard. She’s been the disciplinarian. She’s been the one with common sense,” Bloomberg explained in an interview in 2018. “She’s the one that ties together the family, the foundation and the company.

“It’s hard to overestimate the value that Patti has brought to the city and to the worldwide philanthropy and this company. Now she is my confidante. Everybody knows that.” Bloomberg was at a glass table in his New York office that day. He nibbled blueberries, passing them around. Suddenly he grinned, unable to resist a little aside. “She already bought a coffin for me and a burial plot. She said, ‘You want to go see it?’ I said, ‘No, I’m not going to see it. I’m going to be six feet underground, for chrisssake.”12



By most accounts, Bloomberg’s philanthropy was very “Bloombergerian,” the term often used by many in the Bloomberg network. That usually meant that the boss demanded they find or create the data—find numbers for an “unmet need,” as his workers said. Then his staff tried to find a way to meet that need, and finally, Bloomberg asked for reports on what had worked and what hadn’t.

Following the Johns Hopkins public health creed of saving lives by the millions, Bloomberg gave to combat the deadly issues of the day. Beginning with millions of dollars to fight tobacco use (“even Beijing is now smoke free,” he boasted in 2016, after the city banned indoor smoking).13, 14 He added financial assaults on obesity and guns. He tried to cut traffic deaths around the world by funding such basic changes as pedestrian paths in Ghana or seat belt laws in Shanghai. He fought accidental drowning in Bangladesh and helped provide basic medical care in Africa.

One program for the East African nation of Tanzania trained high school students to do emergency C-sections and appendectomies. It was the kind of gamble most politicians would avoid—the downside being far too disastrous if some teenager accidentally killed a patient. Not Bloomberg, who explained it this way: “These high school graduates, how can they do an operation? It turns out they’re relatively simple. Most times it works. And if it doesn’t work, you were going to die anyways,” he explained to an audience at a synagogue in Atlanta where a few listeners laughed somewhat nervously. “But you’ve got to be willing to take risks like that. Everybody laughs about it. What would you do, let them die? They’d let them die rather than let a few die. I don’t think that way.”15 Only a numbers man would put it quite so bluntly.

Bloomberg would spend hundreds of millions of dollars fighting the thickening air near coal-fired power plants, the dying oceans, and even, above and over it all, climate change. Once, when a fellow business executive tried to convince him that climate change was a hoax, he angrily questioned the guy’s intelligence.16 And as climate change became more important to him personally and politically, he said, “The only thing I know that could literally wipe out every single living thing down to microbes on this planet is global warming,” adding, “If you turn this planet into Mars, it never comes back.”17

Bloomberg’s emphasis on education was his view that a good schooling was the main route out of poverty. Data showing that only 6 percent of students at top colleges were poor encouraged him to create a way for “high-achieving, low income” students to apply and go to top universities. Most top universities signed onto his program to make room for bright but poor students—Harvard, Princeton, Yale, Stanford, UCLA, the long list of top universities. Their goal was to graduate 50,000 lower-income students at 270 participating colleges by 2025.18 For his part, Bloomberg contributed $1.8 billion in 2018 to his alma mater, Johns Hopkins, to help low-income students apply and make it through to graduation. (Some residents of New York City immediately complained that the money would be better spent at the public City University of New York than the elite private university in Baltimore.)



Bloomberg’s philanthropy expanded beyond a few checks here and there in the 1990s, and in New York he became a top name on the begging roster for the city’s cultural and educational organizations. His tuxedos in those days got a lot of use as he joined the glamorous society-donor circuit.

A girlfriend of the newly divorced Bloomberg recalled introducing him to Beverly Sills, the famous soprano who quickly made sure he was added to the board of Lincoln Center.19 At the time, Bloomberg gave freely (and got on the boards) of the city’s cultural centers like the Metropolitan Museum of Art and the New York Public Library, to name a few. He was part of the Central Park Conservancy, where he began to promote the Christo orange Gates for the park as part of the millennium celebrations in 2000. His friend Harvey Eisen once said that “he wanted to be a player, wanted to be a fancy guy in the city. He’s not a phony. He’s not a jerk like Trump, but he crossed over [to the elegant side], you know. Do you have any idea of the dirty mouth this guy has? He used to be impossible, but you can’t do what we used to do. He adapted.”20

Ever the Anglophile, Bloomberg courted London in much the same way. Julia Peyton-Jones, director of the adventurous Serpentine Gallery in London from 1991 to 2016, remembered how Bloomberg organized a dinner party in 1996 for people in the arts. At the dinner, when the glamorous Peyton-Jones sat next to Bloomberg and pitched her struggling museum, Bloomberg promised that he planned to spend more time in London (and, of course, more money). “It was like having a very exotic bird in our midst,” she remembered.

Peyton-Jones, who believed Bloomberg enjoyed modern, even “provocative” art, convinced her New York billionaire friend to invest heavily in her struggling museum housed in London’s Kensington Gardens. She said Bloomberg fearlessly sponsored a major project featuring the works of Piero Manzoni. Manzoni was best known for tantalizing and mocking the commercial art world, using his own fingerprints, a balloon described as his own breath, and small cans called Merda d’artista, or the artist’s shit. (One can sold for 182,500 pound sterling in 2015).21, 22

Patti Harris and later Kate Levin, the city’s cultural affairs commissioner, would encourage Bloomberg’s tuxedo-driven interest in the arts, especially public art to enliven cities around the country. Bloomberg would later give $75 million to the Shed, the odd but memorable name for a gigantic new cultural center near the High Line railroad park on Manhattan’s far West Side. The donation was for the 200,000-square-foot adaptable, moveable, multipurpose structure that could morph from art galleries to a five-hundred-seat theater, with a massive sliding contraption that allowed for cultural events both indoors and out. For his share of the cost of the Shed—$475 million—Bloomberg earned the rights to call it the Bloomberg Building by the opening in 2019.23, 24, 25



There would always be questions about whether his philanthropy and his politics were in sync. He gave freely to state politicians as he decided to run for mayor. And as he moved from being the private billionaire to the political candidate in 2001, his gifts to charities looked like something other than simple gifts. David Jones, president of the Community Service Society of New York, was one of those who became increasingly wary of the Bloomberg giveaways. His organization promotes economic progress for the poor but had not taken Bloomberg money. “I do think [the contributions] had a chilling effect on the willingness to take strong positions in opposition to the mayor,”26 he observed. Such talk infuriated Bloomberg, who insisted he wanted his money to improve the city, not muffle the complaints.

Sometimes Bloomberg even chose to remain anonymous. A few days after he was elected mayor in 2001, Bloomberg was stepping out of a restaurant when he bumped into Vartan Gregorian, president of the Carnegie Corporation of New York.27 Gregorian, who counted Bloomberg as a friend, quickly explained to the mayor-elect that after 9/11 and a souring economy, many of the smaller arts and nonprofit groups that provide so much vitality to the city were suffering. Could his billionaire friend help set up an emergency fund? Gregorian asked. Bloomberg agreed, as long as the donations were anonymous and Carnegie would administer the fund for free.

Bloomberg sent a donation every December until 2010 when he shifted to his own foundation, and the Bloomberg money allowed Carnegie to give out 3,150 grants across the city. Soon, of course, these anonymous donations were no longer anonymous. Almost everybody in the nonprofit world knew about the Carnegie deal. The Times, which referred to Bloomberg as a “modern-day Medici,” declared in 2005 that his donations through his family charity and his corporation and Carnegie amounted at least $140 million a year to eight hundred institutions.28, 29 Moreover, Bloomberg told friends that he loved the idea that any anonymous gift in the city always made people think it was really him, trying to be humble about giving away his billions.



In many important ways, his post-mayoral charity became far more important as an extension of his time in city hall. As mayor he banned smoking in the city and tried (but failed) to limit sugary colas to sixteen ounces. As philanthropist, he announced that he had given nearly $1 billion by 2016 to help fifty-nine countries pass anti-tobacco laws and curb tobacco use even in smoke-filled societies in Turkey, China, India, Indonesia, and Bangladesh.30 He fared better by promoting soda taxes in Mexico and Philadephia.

As mayor, he fought for cleaner air and water. As philanthropist, he pledged half a billion dollars in 2019 to help close coal-fired power plants and move to a clean energy economy by 2030. And he would fight climate change at every level, from the city to the states to the White House.

He began battling against illegal guns as mayor. And even though he was criticized for his stop-and-frisk policies targeting minorities, his support for gun control turned into a nationwide political and moral challenge to the National Rifle Association. As he left city hall, and with gun deaths mounting to more than 33,000 Americans a year,31 Bloomberg announced a $50 million grant to merge two groups—Mayors Against Illegal Guns and Moms Demand Action for Gun Sense in America. The new group would be called Everytown for Gun Safety, and its main purpose would be to energize voters to support gun control and candidates unafraid of the NRA.32 By 2018, Bloomberg and a group run by former congresswoman Gabby Giffords, who survived an assassination attempt in 2011, vowed to fight the NRA at the polls. In the congressional midterm elections that year—$37 million went to candidates who promised to control guns, compared to $20 million from the NRA.33

The political donations had to be separate by law, but with his Independence USA PAC (political action committee), Bloomberg was becoming a prime king and queen maker among those in his billionaire class.



For all the money that went out under the Bloomberg name, perhaps nothing was as radical in the world of philanthropy as his emphasis on cities as the major engines of change. After twelve years in city hall, meeting mayors from around the world, talking about how to keep these clusters of human beings healthy and prosperous, Bloomberg was a believer in the power of mayors to do more than march in parades and tub-thump into microphones.

Bloomberg called cities the “laboratories for democracy.” And, “If we can help them along, we can sleep well at night.”34

As he would say repeatedly, his mission was to supplement government and pay for experiments that most city politicians wouldn’t dare try. Plus, as mayor for twelve years, he had seen problems up front and in agonizing detail, problems he believed cities could fix.

At one private dinner with a group of mayors in 2012, Bloomberg said, “There’s one thing mayors can agree on, whether they’re Republican, Democrats or Independents—and I’m the one person in the room who can speak with authority on all three—we don’t have the luxury of giving speeches and making promises.”35 That was when his fellow mayors, like Philadelphia’s then mayor Michael Nutter, began offering constant encouragement. “Mayor Bloomberg is the mayor’s mayor,”36 Nutter said.

“Mayors do things,” Bloomberg added shortly before he left his own mayoral hub. “Mayors make things happen.”37

Out of office, he turned cities into international testing grounds by using a series of contests, offering funds up to $5 million worth of grants and support for a winning idea that could also help other cities. He also created a consulting firm of top city officials to help other cities gratis, courtesy of his philanthropy.

Here were a few of the ways he used his money to get cities to experiment:

• In 2013, he gave $1 million each to Chicago for “predictive analytics” data and to Houston for a new recycling program. Chicago’s effort was a clear success, using department data to predict problems. (For example, the city’s data experts cross-checked water-main leaks and garbage complaints to predict sudden surges in the rat population in an area.)38 Houston’s proposal for a high-tech, one-bin recycling program was junked by a new mayor who opted instead for a contract with a standard garbage hauler.39

• The grand prize of $5 million that year went to Providence, Rhode Island, for a program called Providence Talks.40 Researchers had found that children from poor households heard about a third as many words as those from wealthier homes, and this limited vocabulary often held them back in school. To help out, children in 170 families wore recording devices that were analyzed by machines tracking the number of words said by adults in the home. When their word count got low, coaches from the city would come to help with books and other teaching aids. Those children who heard the fewest words in the beginning of their survey—about eight thousand adult words a day—soon heard more than twelve thousand words as adults talked more about cooking, the news, the household, et cetera.41 Brown University researchers found that the program provided a “promising strategy” to “advance early learning,” 42 and the program began to spread to other cities.

•  Cary, North Carolina, a town of 130,000, got a Bloomberg grant to test sewage to determine where people were overusing opioids.43 Their idea was to direct more help to these areas where opioids were plentiful.

• Santa Monica won $1 million in 2013 to measure the well-being of its residents. (That meant details of people’s health, fears, access to the community, and opportunity, etc.) The results were hopeful. Data from the city and from interviews of some of the 92,000 citizens showed that people in one poorer area were not eating enough fruits and vegetables. So they increased the value of food stamps in the area, made them easier to use at a nearby farmers market, and started basic cooking classes in the neighborhood.44

In 2014, Bloomberg looked for new ideas in European cities, offering a million euros each to try different programs in Athens, Stockholm, Warsaw, and the Kirklees, a district in West Yorkshire, UK. The grand prize of five million euros went to Barcelona for a digital “trust network,” an online community of volunteers to help care for the city’s growing number of senior citizens.45

By 2017, his focus was back on America, and he announced another $200 million for what he called the American Cities Initiative. He had granted $1 million each in 2018 to Denver, Durham, Fort Collins, Georgetown (Texas), Huntington (West Virginia), Los Angeles, New Rochelle (New York), Philadelphia, and South Bend. Then came the $70 million American Cities Climate Challenge that provided expertise and support to another twenty-five cities finding inventive ways to reduce their carbon footprint.

Still, the help for so many cities came in such small numbers that complaints came from another direction. This money was a pittance, that $100,000 wouldn’t even buy a “public toilet,” some groused. Henry Grabar, an urban affairs writer for Slate, noted that such grants were small potatoes for cities with billion-dollar budgets. Bloomberg often made the same point himself—that he was not trying to make up for cuts to local or federal budgets. He could give millions to private anti-smoking campaigns, but as a mayor banning indoor smoking, he would enhance the lives of 8.5 million people. No mere philanthropist could do that. As a private citizen, he could not replace city governments, he could only encourage innovations at a local level that might work in other cities.



The Bloomberg contests would be only one way to help mayors around the world. Bloomberg also brought some of the biggest names from his city hall into the charitable operations, creating what the Times would call his “urban SWAT team.”46 Near the end of his third term as mayor, Bloomberg had asked George Fertitta, who was running the city’s tourism campaigns, to create a group of his top aides who could share their expertise with other cities.

Fertitta, another former tycoon in perpetual motion, had been a successful marketing expert who once helped Bloomberg peddle his news operation by giving out radios that had only one channel—Bloomberg Radio. “It was Mike’s idea,” Fertitta insisted. At city hall, Fertitta had helped lure more than 54 million tourists to the city by 2013 (up 20 million from the lean years after 9/11).47

Fertitta was Bloomberg’s kind of guy. Even in his seventies, he often got to the office at 6:00 a.m. (an hour earlier than his boss) and made decisions (or took advice from the ex-mayor) on the run. Fertitta’s appointment to head the group was typical. After a brief conversation about the idea, Bloomberg told Fertitta, “ ‘Okay, we’re gonna do this. You’re gonna be the CEO, and I’m gonna pay you this,’ and I said, ‘Fine.’ ”48

Fertitta’s group included Amanda Burden, former planning commissioner; Janette Sadik-Khan, former transportation commissioner; Rose Gill Hearn, who was commissioner for the city’s Department of Investigation; Kate Levin, who had been Bloomberg’s cultural affairs commissioner; Linda Gibbs, former deputy mayor for health and human services; and others.

Word quickly got around that the “Associates” did not charge for their services. The bumptious London mayor, Boris Johnson who was a Bloomberg friend, got help to improve Internet capability in his city. The mayors of Mexico City and Los Angeles impressed Bloomberg and then also made the cut.

Cities could not hire the Bloomberg consultants. They were not clients; cities would receive advice, not buy it. That arrangement meant the Bloomberg people could be frank, since they were not angling for another contract, and, of course, the cities were free to reject the advice with minimal grief from taxpayers. By 2018, the Associates had encouraged fourteen cities to allocate $1.3 billion for 280 local projects.49 Along with London, Los Angeles, Mexico City, and Rio, they worked with Athens, Atlanta, Bogotá, Detroit, Houston, Kansas City, Milan, Nashville, Oakland, and Paris.

With the help from Bloomberg’s former city hall deputies, Athens officials provided $14 million to fund local health and economic improvements, including a pedestrian plaza and assistance ridding the city of graffiti. In Detroit, the team helped struggling residents get thousands of dollars in tax credits and advised city officials on how to carve out more public space for pedestrians.50

As survivors of New York City’s bureaucracy, the Bloomberg Associates knew how to get around notoriously difficult city bureaucrats. And their help ranged from city plazas to an exotic way to entice tourists into a town. When Sony wanted to use Mexico City for an opening scene in a new James Bond movie, the company got nowhere with city officials: Enter Fertitta and his film team. They negotiated to keep 007 in Mexico City for the first twelve minutes of Spectre when the Bond producers created a dramatic parade of giant skeletons for the Day of the Dead (as in Halloween). “That’s a billion dollar commercial” for the city, Fertitta crowed, adding a zero or two for emphasis. Some viewers said it was the best part of the film, and Mexico City began having a Day of the Dead parade to boost the local economy by drawing tourists from around the world.

There were also the disappointments. The Associates turned down Toronto, for example, because the city took away much of any mayor’s power after former mayor Rob Ford refused to resign after using crack cocaine.51 The Bloomberg group also had to pull out of Rome after the mayor was accused of using city money for repeatedly taking his wife to dinner. There were some questions about whether he had merely offended the wrong people, and after a dead crow was left in front of his home one morning, a deposit viewed by some as an invitation to resign, the mayor decided it was time to go.



One side effect of all this charity that often went unnoticed—it clearly made Bloomberg happy. Yes, it was part of his Jewish heritage, his answer to the call to repair his world.52 But for Bloomberg it seemed to be more than duty. He enjoyed coming to the rescue like his boyhood hero Johnny Tremain. But with far more resources than the fictional spy from America’s Revolutionary days, Bloomberg could direct his team to move fast in any direction. They could suddenly grab medical supplies, as they did in 2017, and hop on his planes to help those devastated by Hurricanes Irma and Maria on Saint John’s Island in the Caribbean. Forbes magazine, noting how the Bloomberg team had organized rebuilding in the U.S. Virgin Islands, called it “All-In Philanthropy.”53

Bloomberg had set aside plenty of money for his luxurious lifestyle, his planes, helicopters, houses, golf memberships, and exclusive clubs. And there was enough for his family, even an ex-girlfriend or two. But as for his philanthropy, he told a crowd in Atlanta, “I don’t know how else I could get satisfaction. I’ve got, in terms of material things, anything I want. But you don’t look in the mirror and say, ‘God, isn’t it wonderful I have a bigger house than the guy next door.’ No, you want to do something that’s really unique. And so Bloomberg Philanthropies tries to make people’s lives longer and healthier [and] better.”54

Not one to belittle his own generosity, he told Steve Kroft of CBS’s 60 Minutes in 2017, “I like what I see when I look in the mirror . . . We’ve probably saved millions of lives, and certainly we’ll save tens of millions of lives going forward. There aren’t many people that have done that.

“So, you know, when I get to heaven, I’m not sure I’m going to stand for an interview. I’m going right in.”55
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GREEN FOR GREEN

“In the long term [climate change] could literally turn the planet into a barren sphere like Mars and kill everybody.”

—Bloomberg, 2017

At 3:32 p.m. on June 1, 2017, Donald Trump strutted into the White House Rose Garden and declared that the United States was pulling out of the international Paris accords to combat climate change.1 That agreement by 195 countries was a voluntary effort to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, and until then, the only nations not participating were Syria and Nicaragua. (These two soon agreed to join,2 leaving the United States as the only outsider.)

Yet, on that warm, sunny afternoon, a crowd of mostly white men sweltering in dark business suits applauded enthusiastically as the president announced, “We’re getting out.” The accords were not fair to America, he complained. “We don’t want other leaders and other countries laughing at us anymore,” adding as his alliterative punch line that he was elected to take care of the citizens of Pittsburgh, not Paris.

Trump’s decision was, of course, a bow to the coal, oil, and gas barons, all the corporate types who pretended that the ice caps weren’t melting and that the storms and fires and floods weren’t growing more dangerous by the season. But the president also presented Bloomberg with a gift, a powerful opportunity to become more outspoken about this global issue and even to use it as a platform to support Trump’s opponents in 2018 and 2020.

Trump was, in many ways, the perfect adversary—an increasingly erratic, divisive, pro-pollution president of the United States who once said climate change was a “hoax” and reacted to a damaging and in-depth report on climate by his own administration by saying, “I don’t believe it.”3 Trump’s decision on Paris had been expected, and his critics were ready. The mayor of Pittsburgh, Bill Peduto, fired off a tweet that his city was standing firmly with Paris. And in New York, Bloomberg’s political team released his prepared statement declaring that Americans would “honor and fulfill the Paris Agreement by leading from the bottom up . . . And there isn’t anything Washington can do to stop us,” Bloomberg said, adding that he would personally pay the $15 million a year that the U.S. had pledged to the accords, making good on another invoice that Donald Trump had no plans to honor.



As Trump made his Rose Garden announcement, Bloomberg was in Europe, on his way to his first emotional visit to the Nazi concentration camp at Auschwitz. Kevin Sheekey had already arrived in Poland to join Bloomberg for the tour. As Bloomberg’s car sped from the Kraków airport, Sheekey was on the ground near the camp and on the phone to his boss.

“What do you think about going to Paris?” Sheekey asked. He envisioned a meeting in the very city where the accords were signed, a high-impact press briefing alongside the French president, Emmanuel Macron, and Paris mayor, Anne Hidalgo, both strong supporters of the accords. “Why don’t we do it tomorrow?” Sheekey suggested.

Tomorrow? Sheekey should have known better. “Why would we do it tomorrow?” Bloomberg shot back. “Let’s just do it today.”

Bloomberg, a Jewish former mayor of the American city with 1.1 million Jews, had no plans to shorten what would be a wrenching tour of Auschwitz. As Bloomberg visited Hitler’s death camp, Sheekey stayed outside near the horrifying gate that read “Work sets you free” and focused instead on creating an instant press event. Bloomberg aides in London were ordered onto the next train to Paris, political aides in Paris adjusted and readjusted schedules. That evening, after storms had delayed Bloomberg’s flight, he finally arrived at Le Bourget, the airport for private planes, and was rushed by police escort into central Paris. President Macron was waiting on the Élysée Palace steps to greet him.

A scant twenty-two hours after Trump’s Rose Garden announcement—the president of France, the mayor of Paris, and the former mayor of New York stood side by side to promise that they would fight Trump’s shift backwards.

“I want the world to know that the U.S. will meet our Paris commitment,” Bloomberg declared. He did not mention Trump by name, but he added, “The fact of the matter is that Americans don’t need Washington to meet our Paris commitment, and Americans are not going to let Washington stand in the way of fulfilling it.”4

America “cannot stick our heads in the sand,” he said, especially as the earth’s temperature continued to rise. Because the U.S. is the “world’s second largest contributor of greenhouse gases” after China, he added, it was in America’s interest to limit these pollutants or “pay for it in worse health, lost jobs and a weaker economy.”5



The Paris setting offered an impressive backdrop as Michael Bloomberg began increasing his attacks on President Trump’s policies on climate change. Within five months, he and California governor Jerry Brown would get commitments from more than 100 American cities, 20 states, and more than 1,300 businesses to join the fight—participants representing “more than half of the U.S. economy.”6 And Bloomberg would soon broaden his public criticism of Trump on other issues as well—the lack of gun control, tax breaks for the rich, broken trade agreements, and the president’s inhumane immigration policies that separated thousands of children from their parents coming across the country’s southern border.



As it turned out, his visit to Auschwitz would also give Bloomberg the chance nearly six weeks later to speak out about American neo-Nazis who would march through the streets of Charlottesville,Virginia, chanting the Nazi war cry, “Blood and soil,” and “Jews will not replace us.” When Trump said there were “good people” on both sides of the issue, Bloomberg responded: “I recently visited Auschwitz for the first time. It’s hard to fathom how such evil could still lurk here in America. But it does, and we must never flinch from rejecting it. Religious tolerance and racial equality are the bedrock of American greatness.”7 Bloomberg was determined to do his part to assure the world that Americans were better than Trump. And, although it was unspoken, he wanted that same world to know that there were better American billionaires than this flawed U.S. president.



As Michael Bloomberg took center stage advocating for a greener world, it is worth recalling how far he had come from his early days in city hall. One of his first acts as mayor was to cancel most recycling as too expensive, alarming the city’s ecologists and setting back the city’s recycling habits for years. Over time, however, the issue seemed to grow on him, and with a dynamic plan to create a greener New York City—PlaNYC—he set ambitious environmental goals for his city and encouraged others around the world to follow. More fundamentally, to Bloomberg global warming was the ultimate challenge to global health. “Climate change has the potential to do two things,” he said in 2017. “One, hurt your and my life, our children’s lives and our grandchildren’s lives. And two,” as he often added, “in the longer term, it could literally turn the planet into a barren sphere like Mars and kill everybody.”8

Bloomberg’s campaign to fight climate change began in 2011 almost by chance. Carl Pope, the longtime head of the Sierra Club, was having lunch one day with the ubiquitous Sheekey to pitch a new clean-air campaign. He was raising money to close aging coal-fired power plants. Pope planned to find donors who could give $50 million, and with an eye on Bloomberg’s passion about public health, he mentioned the seven thousand deaths a year and hundreds of thousands of asthma attacks that could be traced to the toxic fumes from these old power plants. Maybe Sheekey’s friend, the billionaire, could help a little? Pope was not sure his pitch had touched its mark.

But shortly after the lunch, Bloomberg was meeting with his top philanthropy staff on education. The meeting was not going well, and Bloomberg was beginning to fidget and look impatient, not a good sign. (“I don’t do patience,” he explained a few years later.)9 Finally, Sheekey, scrambling for a new idea, brought up Pope’s $50 million drive to close coal-fired power plants that were killing people, thousands at a time.

Bloomberg brightened, as he often did, with the prospect of a new public health campaign. “Just give Carl a check for the $50 million,” Bloomberg ordered. “And, tell him to stop fundraising and get to work.”10 Of course, no Bloomberg gift that big could be given quietly. To announce the grant, Bloomberg chartered a party boat called Nina’s Dandy for a floating press conference on the Potomac River. The boat offered a first-class photo backdrop a few hundred yards away—the Potomac River Generating Station, a sixty-two-year-old, coal-fired power plant on the Virginia side of the river. The antiquated smokestacks had served the growing region, even, on occasion, the nation’s capital.11

Nature helped that day. It was so hot and humid that D.C. officials had issued a “Code Orange” alert, which meant the air was so bad kids shouldn’t be outside playing in it.12 For the event, Bloomberg shed his jacket and rolled up his sleeves, but kept on his pointedly green tie. By the end of the briefing, his hair looked wet and his standard white shirt was visibly damp. A little wilted, but ready for battle.

“Coal is a self-inflicted public health risk,” Bloomberg declared, “polluting the air we breathe, adding mercury to our water and the leading cause of climate disruption.”13

Within a month, the owners of the Potomac River Generating Station announced plans to close—one of many closings during the Sierra Club campaign. And three years later, the Wall Street Journal editorial page blamed Bloomberg and his anti-coal army for contributing to a minor blackout in Washington. The Journal wrote that Bloomberg’s anti-coal efforts had left the nation’s capital with “little margin for electric error.”14

But with Bloomberg’s money, the Sierra Club steadily closed some of the dirtiest coal-fired plants around the country. They organized local groups to fight for cleaner air, to bring out testimony by parents with children who had breathing problems. For those unmoved by the pollution, the Sierra Club lawyers soon argued that coal was too expensive compared to natural gas or solar and wind power. By 2016, the campaign called Beyond Coal had helped retire 245 coal plants, almost half of those still operating.15

Then Donald Trump was elected president.

The coal industry quickly moved on Washington since Trump’s campaign had promised a revival of one of the nation’s unhealthiest forms of energy. Trump quickly called for an end to the “war on coal.” And he vowed to bring back jobs for coal miners in West Virginia, Kentucky, Wyoming, and Pennsylvania—all states, by the way, that he won in the 2016 election.

Almost immediately, Trump allowed coal companies to dump their toxic residues into local mountain streams.16 He hired people in Washington who saw coal as money, and his choice to monitor mine safety was David Zatezalo, a former coal executive whose company had been charged with serious safety violations.17 Scott Pruitt, who had spent earlier years in Oklahoma fighting the environmentalists including the Sierra Club, took over the Environmental Protection Agency (until he had to resign for his lavish spending and ethical lapses).18 Coal executive Robert Murray, who labeled climate change a mere “theology,” said that after Trump was elected he gave the new president a three-and-a-half-page list of ways to help the coal industry. By late 2017, Murray boasted that Trump had already “wiped out page one.”19

In October that first year in office, Trump’s anti-environment team announced plans to repeal the Clean Power Plan created by Obama to regulate pollution from the nation’s power plants including those using coal. The next day, an indignant Mike Bloomberg wrote another check to fund Carl Pope’s crusade against coal. This one was for $64 million, bringing Bloomberg’s total support to $168 million20 to close America’s coal-fired power plants and, of course, to counter Donald Trump.

To promote their campaign, Bloomberg and Pope produced a book, Climate of Hope: How Cities, Businesses, and Citizens Can Save the Planet. With help from Bloomberg, who handed out more than a few free copies, it became a New York Times best seller. And Bloomberg Philanthropies would later fund a movie titled Paris to Pittsburgh that emphasized local city and community details of the coming climate emergency. The film in 2018 came a dozen years after Al Gore’s Oscar-winning documentary, An Inconvenient Truth, alerting the world to the dangers of global warming. This new film featured Pittsburgh mayor Bill Peduto and emphasized a U.S. government report in 2018 by three hundred scientists on the financial risks of potential natural disasters from climate change.”21 Paris to Pittsburgh also emphasized what cities could do. One reviewer from Forbes magazine called it “a searing look at the effects of climate change by regular people who are dealing with its effects in their local towns.”22

Bloomberg did not merely want cities to pledge support for fighting climate change, he was ready to put up $70 million to help. A year after Trump’s Rose Garden event, Bloomberg announced a competition to choose twenty mayors who could come up with the best ways to combat the warming climate. The United Nations had just given Bloomberg a title as U.S. Special Envoy for Climate Action, and using that august new perch, Bloomberg eventually provided help to twenty-seven cities, each getting about $2.5 million worth of expertise and assistance as part of his “Climate Challenge.”

The cities were in Ohio and Florida—states that might have become important in the 2020 presidential race, if that had become a possibility. Cincinnati earmarked the Bloomberg assistance to provide renewable energy to power the city’s water utility. Orlando won for expanding solar energy, adding charging stations for electric cars, and moving to more electric buses and city vehicles. Skeptics, of course, wondered whether there was some pattern here, an attempt perhaps to establish an artful grassroots network, mayor by mayor, to promote a political offensive in 2020.

As Bloomberg helped organize cities, states, and businesses to fight a warming planet, Trump was just as busy unraveling the federal government’s efforts to curb greenhouse gases. On August 21, 2018, for example, he moved to let states regulate coal plant emissions and lifted restrictions on building new plants using coal. In February 2019, Trump put together a panel led by William Happer, a Princeton physicist and Trump adviser, whose unwavering belief in the benefits of carbon dioxide once led him to assert that “the demonization of carbon dioxide is just like the demonization of the poor Jews under Hitler.”23 The White House panel was Trump’s attempt to turn the science of climate change into a debate instead of a reality.24

As the 2020 presidential campaign gathered momentum in early 2019, Bloomberg unveiled plans to extend and expand his green crusade. His money had helped, but it was not enough. He needed to do something about changing the climate in Washington.
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GOVERNMENT IN EXILE

“To start a four-year job, maybe an eight-year job, at age seventy-nine, may not be the smartest thing to do.”

—Bloomberg, on his decision not to run in 2020.1

Even after becoming one of the richest people in the world, even after twelve busy years as mayor of New York City, even after making a name for himself internationally as a powerful philanthropist, Michael Bloomberg had always wanted the top American trophy. He wanted to be president of the United States. An unabashed pragmatist when it came to politics, he was prepared to switch parties to better his chances and to use his own money to sway the voters. But he was also a numbers man who knew the odds of winning the White House, and he would often joke about how his chances were slim. “What chance does a five-foot-seven billionaire Jew who’s divorced have of becoming president?” he said when his name first began to surface as a candidate.2 But the odds and his jokes never stopped him from trying. And trying. And trying.

Bloomberg’s first real opportunity to run for the White House came in 2008 when he was still mayor of New York. A Democrat in his early years, he became a Republican in 2000 because there were too many Democrats in the race already. In 2007, he became an Independent, declaring himself to be “unaffiliated with any political party.”3 When word leaked out that he was considering a run that year as an Independent candidate, most pundits scoffed. After a hard look at the numbers, Bloomberg agreed that they were right.

The next chance came in 2012. Although President Obama was the favorite for reelection, Bloomberg was again being mentioned as a possible candidate. (He kept saying, “No way, no how.” Publicly, at least.)4 But, facing the end of his third term as mayor and a return to relative anonymity as another rich city businessman, Bloomberg was being considered for a group called Americans Elect trying to rally support for a third-party or nonparty candidate. But as the numbers hardened against a third party, he endorsed Obama a week5 before the election.6

Then, in 2016, Bloomberg again rallied his aides for another try. Their high-powered political operation included polls in twenty-two states. Mock television ads for his run as an Independent included one titled “All Work and No Party.” And the campaign logo (pointedly a mix of Republican red and Democratic blue, in other words, purple) was “Fix it.” Bloomberg had even vetted a potential vice president, retired former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Michael Mullen, and the campaign staff considered the possibility of announcing an entire cabinet before the election.7

Bloomberg’s innovative political shop churned out other possibilities. How do you get young people to the polls, for example. Their billionaire candidate could pay for a “voting app” that would call an Uber or Lyft for anyone wanting to vote (for him, they hoped).

And what if the election were so close that it had to be decided by the House of Representatives for the first time since John Quincy Adams was elected in that manner in 1825? The Bloomberg enthusiasts harbored hopes that the then Republican House would not vote a straight party line. “We could be the non-toxic candidate,” Bradley Tusk, the seasoned Bloomberg strategist, explained.8

Once again, Bloomberg blinked. Once again, he looked at the numbers and saw that an Independent candidate could only sway a presidential election, not win it. He would be taking away votes from Hillary Clinton. He would hand the White House to Donald Trump, and, as he put it, “That is not a risk I can take in good conscience.”9 Later, he would add a more personal reason: “My obit would be I was the guy that gave you Donald Trump. They wouldn’t have cared about anything else I had done in my life.”10

Still, his urge to reach for the top never really went away. In the summer of 2018, rumors of a Bloomberg candidacy surfaced again, and they seemed to be confirmed in the fall when Bloomberg re-registered as a Democrat, his party until he was fifty-eight years old and first ran for mayor as a Republican. Soon he would turn seventy-seven, and in early 2019, he told his most loyal advisers, “I don’t want to have any regrets.”11 Let’s get ready, he decided. Start the engines.

As his aides began to scramble, the field of other Democrats running for president was growing by the week. The early entrants were mostly progressives, but former vice president Joe Biden, who would later decide to run, was the clear favorite in early polls and a centrist much like Bloomberg. Biden, only a few months younger than Bloomberg, was leading with around 30 percent, while Bloomberg was near the bottom at 2 or 3 percent.12 That is not to say a Bloomberg candidacy failed to attract any support. Some observers were clearly relieved at the thought of New York’s steadier billionaire, after the tumultuous years of Donald Trump. The idea that there could be someone smart, experienced, and sane prompted New York Times columnist Frank Bruni to write, “Maybe one superrich old white guy from New York can save us from another superrich old white guy from New York.”13 BuzzFeed News offered an edgier headline that asked, “Can Mike Bloomberg Make America Boring Again?”14

Kevin Sheekey, Howard Wolfson, Patti Harris, and the rest of the campaign team soon worked to expand their skeletal political staff into a nationwide political force. They began looking at new rules for key primaries and buying new polls. They planned trips to Florida, Michigan, and other areas where leaders were already receiving Bloomberg’s help to fight guns or climate change or receiving his grants to try new programs. Old political associates were being asked for their support—would they join Bloomberg if he ran or, if not, would they still support his alternative political effort?

Bloomberg began to prepare his daughters, his close friends and, most important, himself for the grueling marathon. Colleagues said he was avoiding his glass or so of good wine. He went on his lettuce diet—nothing but greens until his weight got down to something a notch below slim. He purchased new contact lenses and futuristic hearing aids. And he submitted to a full checkup from his doctor in advance.

And what did your doctor say? he was asked.

“He said, ‘You’re gonna die.’ ” Bloomberg paused.

“ ‘But not of anything you have now.’ ”15

The candidate was ready. By late February, the team was ready. Bloomberg said he wanted to think, a day, maybe two. He would decide after the first weekend in March.



The morning of March 4, 2019, began as a bright winter day when most of New York City was preparing for a snowstorm that never came. Bloomberg called his team to the glass table near his desk on the fifth floor of his midtown offices. Sheekey and Wolfson once again outlined the possibilities and challenges. Speech writer Frank Barry was there to help craft the statement, in or out.

Bloomberg listened to the unadorned details, the latest numbers that added up to an insurmountable roadblock for a moderate, a lonely spot in the no-man’s land of American politics. He could beat Trump one-on-one, the team figured, but the Democratic nomination?

Fired-up progressives—many of them women—were already attacking the rich. Elizabeth Warren had proposed an “ultra millionaires’ tax” for the “tippy-top” class, a 2 percent tax on anyone with assets over $50 million that would go up to 3 percent for the nation’s five hundred or so billionaires. Bloomberg, in New Hampshire to speak at Saint Anselm College, had already declared that Warren’s plan was “probably unconstitutional,” adding, “We shouldn’t be embarrassed about our system. You want to look at a system that’s not capitalistic,“he said, adding that in one of the wealthiest countries in the world, “people are starving to death. It’s called Venezuela.”16 That same day he blasted the progressives that want “Medicare for all,” saying it was “just not practical.” And Senator Bernie Sanders’s plans for tuition-free college? Bloomberg said it was “a nice thing to do but unfortunately professors want to get paid.”17

The centerpiece of his most recent work to combat climate change was being challenged by a group of Democrats promoting the Green New Deal. Advocated most vigorously by New York’s left-wing representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez of the Bronx and Queens, the Green New Deal proposed 100 percent renewable energy by 2050. The list included job guarantees and scaling back on farm emissions including “cow farts” (thus sending opponents into a frenzy of comments about the end of hamburgers and truckloads of Gas-X needed out in cattle country).18 Bloomberg rejected the notion as “pie in the sky”19 and said that, ironically, it needed a little meat on its bones, in other words, specific goals.20

It became clearer by the day that the new left would target Bloomberg as the Scrooge candidate despite his progressive record on such issues as climate change, same-sex marriage, gun control, and immigration reform. The path to the Democratic nomination, the only real way to combat Trump, would disappear in wasted time, energy and, not that it mattered that much, even money.

If it was now or never, Bloomberg finally decided that morning—it was never.

Bloomberg’s aides tried not to show their disappointment as their man stated the obvious. Now, after months of speculation and hurried preparation, there would be events to cancel, excited new staffers to deflate. If Bloomberg himself was disappointed, the stoic kept it to himself. Aides saw a man who soon seemed at peace with his decision, and instead of retiring to his Spanish and his golf swing, Bloomberg, who often counseled that the way to heal any wound was to “get over it,” seemed relieved to return to his own demon schedule. He went back to business at dawn the next day, back to London that first week for the Serpentine Gallery, where he was now chairman of the board, back to a routine that, by most accounts, was as exhilarating to him as it was exhausting to almost everybody else around him.

In a more personal way, Mike Bloomberg was released. He no longer had to worry about what he said, not that he watched his words enough for some of those trying to protect him. There was no need to tiptoe around his fellow Democrats and the hundreds of new media outlets that beat the drums across the digital world about any misstep.

Two weeks after Bloomberg said he was out of the running, he both shocked and entertained those at a forum in New York for the Bermuda Business Development Agency. It was a return of the brash old Bloomberg:

“I’d already assembled a team, I was ready to go,” he began, talking about his withdrawal from the race. He mentioned his age first. If he won, he would be seventy-nine years old when he arrived at the White House.

“And, well, people say Ronald Reagan was 80 when he left,” he continued. “Yea, when he was 80, they carried him out gaga,” to titters from the audience, many of whom were undoubtedly Reagan fans.

“I don’t mean to exaggerate but that’s very close to being true,” Bloomberg added quickly. “To start a four-year job and maybe an eight-year job at 79 may not be the smartest thing to do,” he continued, adding that if he thought he could win, he would have run anyway. But he just didn’t see a path through the Democratic primary, he said, weaving his hands back and forth like a quarterback trying to evade a heavy defense lineup.

“Unless”—he paused for emphasis—“I was willing to change all my views and go on what CNN called an apology tour. Joe Biden went out and apologized for being male, over 50, white.” (More titters, and, sitting on one side of him, Brian Duperreault, chief executive of American International Group, broke into an involuntary grin. Bermuda premier David Burt, seated on Bloomberg’s other side, did not seem so amused.)

But Bloomberg hadn’t finished his screed against apologies.

“And so everybody else, Beto, or whatever his name is, he’s apologized for being born.” Guffaws this time from the audience. “I don’t mean to be unkind, and a lot of people love him and say he’s a smart guy and someday if he wins, I would certainly support him.”21

The untethered billionaire might offend as well as amuse, but if he was relieved, or at least released, so was his family. His daughter Emma had worked hard to stay out of the ever-expanding Bloomberg limelight. This decision could only provide more privacy for her, her husband, Chris Frissora, and their daughter, Zelda Violet Frissberg (their choice for a merged last name).

Georgina Bloomberg, the equestrian and co-author of young fiction books, was more like her father. She immediately went on Instagram with a mock campaign photo. It showed an “I Like Mike” button attached to a placard that said, “BLOOMBERG, Because fuck this shit,” which she added was “Officially back to being just our family slogan.”22

The high-spirited Georgina had already made her views clear in 2016 when she told a reporter that she thought her father would be “great at it,”23 but she was not looking forward to all the criticism. “When you watch the news, you can’t sit there and think, ‘Wow, I’d love one of my parents to be involved in that fight.’ ”



If running for president wouldn’t work, ever, Bloomberg had already moved on, as always. And if these alternative efforts succeeded, they could make him one of the most important power brokers in American politics.

The first goal was to oust Donald Trump as president.

“I’ve never made any secret of my belief that Donald Trump is a threat to our country,” Bloomberg said in his 2019 withdrawal statement. “It’s essential that we nominate a Democrat who will be in the strongest position to defeat Donald Trump and bring our country back together. We cannot allow the primary process to drag our party to an extreme that would diminish our chances in the general election and translate into ‘Four More Years.’ ”

Second, Bloomberg vowed to double down on his efforts to close coal-fired power plants and fight against man-made climate change. He would also put money behind gun control resolutions around the country. He had his heart in these efforts and more and more of his money would follow. And he could back congressional candidates whose platforms included these policies—as he had done in the 2018 midterm elections.

Third, he could shore up the Democrats, perhaps by strengthening party weaknesses in technology and fund-raising. He already had the campaign structure, and many of those who had signed on when he was deciding about a run agreed to stay on for plan B. He was also owner of a major technology empire. He and his people knew plenty about the bots, the memes, the high-energy quarters of the Internet that had become the trolling fields for Republicans and their supporters.

By and large, Democrats proudly argued that they were on top of this advanced tech thing, or that ultimately it should not be a campaign’s top priority. Since 2016, when the Democrats were clearly outgunned, the party had taken note of their deficiencies, hired experts, and tried to catch up to the Republicans. But they were still far behind. As the party’s chief technocrat, Raffi Krikorian, admitted shortly before the midterm elections, “We are a 30-person technology team that’s charged with all the technology strategy for the Democratic Party and that’s clearly not enough to get the job done.”24 The party was no real match for Trump’s advance team that began working on the 2020 campaign four years ahead of time—fund-raising on day one as Trump was inaugurated. Republicans soon bragged about having a voter data vault, a sophisticated bank of information on almost everybody with a strong political view who ever signed on to Facebook or Instagram or Twitter or the latest new platform.25 They promised to make designer ads that fit every type, one-on-one campaign ads. The manipulation of voters had gone very high tech.

A digital counterattack from Bloomberg might not win any Democrat the election, the Bloomberg people argued, but it could make a difference if it was as close as it was in 2016, for example, when a few thousand votes made the difference in a few key states.



Bloomberg’s visceral dislike of Trump and his deep concern about a Trump presidency had been on full display early in 2016. First, there was his speech at the Democratic National Convention.

The Democrats, realizing they needed independents like Bloomberg and maybe even some Republicans, asked if he would endorse Hillary Clinton and on prime time—for 25 million people. They wouldn’t even look at the speech in advance, they promised. The slot was all his.

Some Democrats worried that asking Bloomberg to speak was a gamble, especially for prime time. By the end of his time as mayor, he had become more relaxed in front of the microphone. He could joke and make his points succinctly. But he could not bring the crowds to their feet like Barack Obama or Bill Clinton. He could not turn an audience into a seething mob like Donald Trump. Would Mike Bloomberg send America rushing to CSI?

Back at the Bloomberg offices in Manhattan, the political team went to work. Frank Barry drafted the text. Howard Wolfson, who worked on the Hillary Clinton campaign in 2008 before he joined Bloomberg, eyeballed it for political traps. Others took their turn, including Kevin Sheekey and Patti Harris.

Bloomberg then made his marks, always in pencil, a tiny script that aides complained was hard to read. Back and forth it went until the speech was complete. Then Bloomberg did something unusual. He practiced it. Twice.26

As he showered to get ready that night, Bloomberg realized he wanted one more line. The speech had already gone out, embargoed, to a few top journalists, his staff explained. But this line was going in. No use even debating.

In the draft as released, Bloomberg’s description of Trump already had the hard edges of a Wall Street takedown. There were plenty of good lines, polished into short bursts—a bespoke lineup for a news establishment that was madly sending out quick updates or 140-character messages on Twitter:

“The bottom line is: he is a risky, reckless and radical choice and we can’t afford to make that choice.

“Trump says he wants to run the nation like he runs his business. God help us.

“I’m a New Yorker, and New Yorkers know a con when we see one.”

Then Bloomberg added his line from the shower. “Let’s elect a sane, competent person,” he said. The implication was, of course, that Donald Trump was not merely incompetent, he was nuts.

Trump erupted, of course. He had watched the speech and wanted to “hit” one of his critics, he said on Twitter. “I was going to hit one guy in particular, a very little guy. I was going to hit this guy so hard his head would spin. He wouldn’t know what the hell happened.” He was talking about Bloomberg,27 who is five eight (or five ten on his driver’s license), compared to Trump’s bulky six three, counting his blond pompadour. Trump claimed Bloomberg’s last term as mayor was a “disaster” and that if he ran again in New York City, he wouldn’t get 10 percent of the vote. “They would run him out of town,” he fumed.28

Bloomberg’s army retaliated with videos and other proof that Trump had been full of praise for their man as he left city hall. But the disturbing news was not Trump’s personal attack. It was that Michael Bloomberg, the richest member of that exclusive club of rich New Yorkers, business executives, politicians, and philanthropists, had done his best to warn Americans about somebody who claimed he was in their peer group. Bloomberg and his crowd feared that Trump was a fraud who would wreck the country the way he had wrecked so many of his own businesses.

A few weeks after the election, Trump sent word through Bloomberg’s associates that he would accept a phone call from his fellow New Yorker. Bloomberg told friends that when he called, he and the president figured they had attacked each other to a draw. Mostly, the president had asked for advice about people he should hire, Bloomberg recalled. He had resisted naming names. But he said he had counseled Trump to hire people smarter than himself, which Bloomberg’s supporters decided could not be all that difficult.29

Publicly, Bloomberg described the conversation as cordial. He told the new president, “Look, Donald, you don’t know anything about this job,” adding that Trump “had never run anything.” Bloomberg explained, “Trump is not a business guy. He’s a real estate salesman.” It was a business executive’s takedown, and Bloomberg added that during that call he tried to warn the president-elect that he could not change the entire government from the Oval Office. He said he told Trump, “You can’t walk away from how our government has developed over 100, 200 years and say it’s all bullshit.”30

If there was a truce, it was soon over. Bloomberg used his own media vehicle to chastise Trump publicly—saying he looked “weak and fearful” when he fired FBI director James Comey for his handling of the Russia probe.31 The big tax windfall for the wealthy and the corporations? Bloomberg called it “a trillion-dollar blunder” and wrote that “we don’t need the money.” Corporations were sitting on $2.3 trillion in cash already, and the real worry was that Republicans would take aim at entitlements.32, 33 And he worried about the loss of global trade, the unraveling of environmental protections, and the separation of children at the border. “This is not who we are as a nation,” he wrote.34 The sniping shifted to a full-frontal assault after Trump backed out of the Paris accords, and Bloomberg began organizing cities, states, and businesses to veto Trump’s decision. (See chapter 28.)



But Bloomberg was not done. In an entirely new kind of challenge to Trump’s pinched view of how the world worked, in 2017 Bloomberg gathered some of the biggest names in business and government from around the world to talk about global issues. It was Bloomberg’s Davos, New York City’s own version of the World Economic Forum in Switzerland where powerful people had come together for more than forty-five years, mostly to discuss the ways to guide the world’s economy. (He would later add an Asian version in Singapore.)

For the first of what would turn out to be an annual event, scheduled conveniently at the same time as the 2017 United Nations General Assembly, Bloomberg chose the Plaza Hotel in Manhattan for what would be called the Bloomberg Global Business Forum.

The fabled Oak Room, settings for the movies North by Northwest and Arthur, among others, became a media center. The lavish Palm Court and tearoom changed into a kind of café and schmoozing hall. A ballroom was small enough to give the crowd a little intimacy, and there were assorted other side rooms for cozy meetings and backroom conferences. For most, the irony was not missed—Trump had bought the Plaza in 1988 for $390 million and was forced to sell it seven years later at a loss to cover his debts.35 The former mayor was taking on the president in the very splendor that Trump had once craved but couldn’t manage to keep.

For the first session, the stellar guest list included Jim Yong Kim, head of the World Bank, and Christine Lagarde, managing director of the International Monetary Fund. Emmanuel Macron, president of France; Justin Trudeau, prime minister of Canada; and Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, president of Turkey, all spoke in forums for about several hundred guests (and a small flock of journalists).

The tech stars were there, of course. Tim Cook, CEO of Apple, spoke, as did Jack Ma, head of the massive e-commerce company Alibaba. Fellow billionaire philanthropist Bill Gates roamed the halls. Henry Kissinger spoke to one small group, accompanied by former British prime minister Tony Blair. The rococo rooms of the Plaza were filled with representatives from the United Nation, plus executives from more than 250 companies from around the world.

It was such an elaborate event that BuzzFeed declared Michael Bloomberg president of America’s “government-in-exile.”36



A year later, Bloomberg was ready to spend even more money challenging Trump and his disastrous policies in the midterm elections. He became one of the top donors in 2018, and his mission was to provide a buffer against Trump’s worst instincts by getting rid of the president’s fawning lackeys in the Republican Party. The Adelsons of Las Vegas were the top Republican contributors in 2018, donating $123 million in political action funds. Bloomberg came in second with nearly $93 million (or $120 million according to his staff), all of it to Democrats this time.37

Bloomberg had not always been quite so generous. He gave out about $40 million in 2014 and $60 million in 2016, when two-thirds of his money went to Democrats and the rest to friendly Republicans, according to Howard Wolfson, treasurer of the Bloomberg PAC.38 But in 2018, Bloomberg’s experts did an “enormous amount of polling” and ran ads mostly aimed at suburban districts, Wolfson said. Some voters were interested in how the new tax bill was hurting them, limiting write-offs for home mortgages. Many worried about their health care. Some were angry about the guns—Bloomberg spent $5 million to help Lucy McBath win a congressional seat in Georgia after her son was shot and killed for playing his music too loud at a gas station. They bought the television ads for these races, but they also went digital, “because Mike thought in 2016 the Democrats got really outplayed online,” Wolfson added.39

On the weekend before the election, Bloomberg appeared in another $5 million ad, which ran on CBS’s 60 Minutes on Sunday night and again on Monday, the day before the election. The two-minute spot featured Bloomberg, still in a telltale nonpartisan purple tie, explaining that he was normally not a party man. But this time, he urged voters to vote Democratic because “we must send a signal to Republicans in Washington that they have failed to lead, failed to find solutions and failed to bring us together.”40 Even though he lost a few, Bloomberg’s help winning twenty-one of twenty-five House races meant that he was now more fully engaged in the political battlefield. And he was ready to spend more, many millions more.

Big money would not be new to politics after the Supreme Court decided in 2010 to throw out congressional limits on corporate spending.41 As expected, their decision that Citizens United could spend freely if ads were independent of any campaign soon unleashed others to spend lavishly, mostly in ways that helped Republicans. With Bloomberg using his own funds to aid Democrats (independently, of course), the playing field was almost level, giving good-government types a new hope that Congress would try to limit this deluge.

Although Bloomberg had plans to give out about $10 billion of his fortune by 2019, he still had plenty to spare. On the same day he announced that he would not run in 2020, Forbes came out with its latest billionaires ranking. Bloomberg, who had started out with nothing but a supportive family and a good education, was now the ninth-richest person in the world with a net worth of $55 billion. (Donald Trump, who inherited his start-up wealth starting as a toddler,42 had moved down 51 spots to 715th place with $3.1 billion.)43

Months before the 2020 elections, Bloomberg had already vowed to use another $500 million to fight climate change and bring a “clean energy economy” to America. He promised to phase out every coal-fired power plant in the country by 2030 and to fight in the courts and support local politicians working to convert to 100 percent clean, renewable energy. And finally, he would use his money, and his clout to elect national politicians who agreed with his mission. The message would be simple, he said, “face reality on climate change or face the music on election day.”44

Bloomberg and his political team would also spend the pre-election months figuring out precisely how to defeat America’s polluter in chief, President Donald Trump. At the same time, they were looking at ways to replace local and national politicians under the thumb of the National Rifle Association or those who failed to see the value of immigration in America. It would not be simply television ads. The battleground had moved onto cell phones and into social media, and Bloomberg’s team was prepared to help Democrats match the formidable high-tech operation being built by the Trump campaign. As a New York Observer headline suggested, if he succeeded, Bloomberg would be the political world’s “Obi-Wan Kenobi,”45 the legendary Star Wars guru who knew how to use the forces (or the Force) to guide the universe.

To neutralize damage done by President Trump and his political mob, Bloomberg faced a daunting task. But changing much of Wall Street with a new computer and becoming a billionaire had been a massive undertaking. Running New York City was a colossal job, managed expertly over a dozen years. His philanthropy was unusually pointed and inventive as he became one of the most generous billionaires in the country. Now he was ready for another extravagant challenge—to counter some of Washington’s worst political and policy mistakes, even if he had to do it from outside the White House.


[image: Image]
1 Michael Bloomberg’s personal mission was to use his vast wealth and considerable energies to improve the health of the earth and its people. That meant fighting not only guns, obesity, traffic deaths, and smoking—among the worst plagues of his time—but also combatting the ignorance about climate change. Here, a grim Mayor Bloomberg walks through a once lovely section of Queens ravaged by the “perfect storm,” Hurricane Sandy in 2012, that killed forty-three New Yorkers and caused $70 billion in damages. Climate change had already begun to make its mark, even on New York City.
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2 Born in Boston, Mike Bloomberg grew up in the modest, comfortable suburb of Medford. After some trouble buying a house in an area that once forbade Jews, this strong family found a comfortable and accepting place in this community. Even on a tricycle, young Mike was a handful by most accounts, but this very lucky kid grew up with a doting father and a strong mother. He liked to collect snakes from a nearby wood.
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3 The Bloomberg family portrait—his mother, “Lottie,” who lived to be one hundred and two, stayed at home, cooked kosher, and kept the family running smoothly. Mike’s father, William, was an accountant who made about $6,000 a year and gave an annual contribution to the NAACP, a family tradition mentioned later when his son gave out billions. Mike looms at the left, his sister Marjorie at the right.
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4 Once Bloomberg decided he wanted to be a Boy Scout, he wanted to be the top Boy Scout. At age twelve, he became one of the youngest Eagle Scouts in the country—even managing to get the badge required from his school for being a good citizen (and not Mr. Mischief). The Jewish youth sold Christmas wreaths to earn enough to go to camp, where he loved food that would never touch his mother’s table.
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5 Described as “argumentative” by his high school classmates, Bloomberg emerged as a leader at Johns Hopkins where he received an engineering degree and organized his fraternity house and much of his senior class. Here he is helping with balloting for a student council race “with customary aplomb,” as yearbook writers would add.
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6 Michael Bloomberg, second from right (in white socks), became president of his senior class. His leadership qualities (and good grades after his father suddenly died in 1963) helped him go on to Harvard Business School to get a masters in business administration. It was the Vietnam era, but he was not a marcher, and he did not go into the military—rejected for having flat feet. Instead, he went to Wall Street.
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7 Bloomberg, the Harvard MBA, would start his Wall Street career counting stock and bond certificates in a sweaty bank vault at Salomon Brothers & Hutzler. He moved up slowly, and here he is a year later—still a minion, but already offering advice to his elders in a way that would eventually get him into trouble.
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8 Bloomberg steadily moved up. He became a partner in the firm in 1972, and here he is in 1975, a star on Wall Street. He came in early and worked late so that he could often get a ride home with John Gutfreund, right, the chairman of Salomon Brothers. Bloomberg was known in this era for telling Gutfreund and others they needed to update their computer systems.
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9 Mike Bloomberg, fired from Salomon and given a $10 million payout, convinced these three colleagues to help start a new computer system for Wall Street. Bloomberg, at left, is drinking his ever-present cup of coffee. With him as they launch the company in 1982 are Charles Zegar, Thomas Secunda, and Duncan MacMillan. All four would become members of the three comma club—i.e. billionaires.
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10 Nearly a decade after starting his company, Bloomberg and former Wall Street Journal reporter Matthew Winkler start Bloomberg News. Winkler, his famous temper barely-camouflaged with a bow tie, would create a massive, worldwide news operation, widely respected for covering finance. He was replaced in 2015 by smooth and erudite British editor John Micklethwait.
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11 After nearly two decades in business, Bloomberg, the billionaire, wanted a new adventure. The newly-declared Republican candidate for mayor of New York City took to the streets while he spent millions on political ads. Bloomberg’s uphill race would shift in his favor after the attacks of September 11, 2001.
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12 Former mayor Ed Koch endorsed Bloomberg and helped introduce him to the city beyond Wall Street. Even with help, however, the candidate (still in his tie) needed a fork to spread extras on his hot dog.
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13 Mayor Rudy Giuliani finally endorsed Bloomberg shortly before the election in 2001. At the time, Giuliani had infuriated minorities and unions, but he had also reduced crime and rallied the city after September 11. Bloomberg looks a little embarrassed here, as if he knows Giuliani will later become a front man for President Trump.
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14 With Bloomberg’s mother at his side and his daughter Georgina watching, the chief judge of New York’s Court of Appeals, Judith Kaye, swears the new mayor into an office he will eventually hold for twelve years. He won reelection in 2005, but invited controversy for engineering a third term after the Great Recession of 2008.
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15 Patti Harris, Bloomberg’s top adviser, will become first deputy mayor for all twelve years. Hired as his assistant at his company years before he became mayor, she would help guide his political campaigns, his city, and his philanthropy. She became his prime confidante and “run it by Patti” was often the first order of business in the Bloomberg universe.
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16 Early in Bloomberg’s administration, this looked like a love match—Randi Weingarten, head of the NYC teachers union, gives a congratulatory hug to the new mayor. They would cross swords many times as Bloomberg tried to revolutionize public schools, but ultimately this duo would work together to promote increases in teacher pay.
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17 Bloomberg tried to erase the raw feelings between the African American community and Giuliani’s City Hall. Here he meets with Al Sharpton at a Martin Luther King Jr. celebration in 2004. Gifford Miller, city council speaker, is at the mayor’s left side, and a future political opponent, then comptroller, William Thompson watches warily.
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18 After a few years and too many polls showing he was extremely unpopular—a tax increase didn’t help—the mayor’s team wanted him to show voters he was an ordinary guy. Opening fifty-three city pools on a hot June day would help, and, to the surprise of some, Bloomberg took an enthusiastic leap.
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19 Big name golfers line up for Joe Torre’s Safe At Home Foundation golf tournament in 2008 to help kids from violent homes. From left: former mayor Rudy Giuliani, club owner and budding politician Donald Trump, Mayor Bloomberg, President Bill Clinton, former Yankees manager Joe Torre, and comedian Billy Crystal.
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20 Bloomberg and Susan Meyer wed in 1976, had two daughters—Emma, on the far left, and Georgina, on the right. They divorced in 1993 but remained on good terms. The former Mrs. Bloomberg even worked on his campaigns. Here he helps her celebrate in 2003 as the American Cancer Society’s “Mother of the Year.”
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21 In his most important speech as mayor, Bloomberg defended the right of Muslims in 2010 to build a community center a few blocks away from the World Trade Center site. With the Statue of Liberty pointedly over his shoulder, he rebuffed conservatives and even many in the Jewish community by saying that on September 11, as police and fire officials rushed into the burning buildings to save people, “not one of them asked, ‘What God do you pray to? What beliefs do you hold?’ ”
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22 Mayor Bloomberg began making a name for himself as a fierce enemy of the National Rifle Association, and he was part of an intense effort to cut back the illegal weaponry coming into the city. Here he and police commissioner Ray Kelly (right) and Manhattan District Attorney Cyrus Vance (left) announce the indictment of sixteen gun traffickers. Soon, however, the city’s overuse of stop-and-frisk was ruled unconstitutional, even as Bloomberg and Kelly insisted they were not targeting blacks and Hispanics, they were going to high-crime neighborhoods to find illegal guns.
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23 In what was clearly an uncomfortable meeting above the outgoing mayor’s famous bullpen, Bloomberg tries to share his advice with incoming mayor Bill de Blasio. De Blasio campaigned as the anti-Bloomberg candidate, and he would continue for years to blame many of the city’s problems on his predecessor.
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24 With only one day to go on his countdown clock, Bloomberg and staff meet with incoming mayor Bill de Blasio. Patti Harris keeps her grim composure; Howard Wolfson, next to Bloomberg, leans in to listen. It would not be a smooth transition.
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25 Outgoing Mayor Bloomberg and longtime companion Diana Taylor endure the frosty inauguration of his successor, Bill de Blasio. Governor Andrew Cuomo’s partner, Sandra Lee, is on his right. Bloomberg would later receive a new title from the United Nations, a Genesis prize from Israel, and an honorary knighthood from the Queen of England. But there was little praise on this day, and one speaker set the tone by accusing him of running the city like a “plantation.” Michael Bloomberg’s face says it all.
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26 When President Trump pulled the country out of the Paris Agreement in 2017, Bloomberg vowed to meet America’s goals for cleaner air—city by city, state by state, and business by business. Exactly twenty-two hours after Trump’s announcement, Bloomberg was in Paris to seal his promise. In a telling green tie, he confers with French President Emmanuel Macron and Paris Mayor Anne Hidalgo.
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27 After Hurricane Irma destroyed much of the U.S. Virgin Islands in 2017, Bloomberg quickly commandeered his airplanes and his colleagues to help out. Here, he and Bloomberg LP cofounder Tom Secunda unload supplies for a local health center.
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28 Michael Bloomberg prepares to make a speech, one of thousands he will give over the years—as a politician, a philanthropist, a businessman, and an adviser—especially at graduation ceremonies across the country. He wants his voice to be heard, and he has the money to amplify that need. A restless man who chafes at an empty hour on his overloaded schedule, Bloomberg has few quiet, contemplative moments like this one.
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NOTES ON SOURCES

As a longtime journalist and editorial board member at the New York Times during the Bloomberg years as mayor, I have covered and witnessed many of the events recorded in this book. I have also relied on coverage by the Times especially to confirm quotes or details. I conducted more than one hundred interviews of people who knew or know Michael Bloomberg, and Bloomberg himself gave several hours of his time for formal discussions and informal chats to add flavor and context.

For Bloomberg’s youth and family, Bloomberg’s sister Marjorie Tiven collected much of the family history, as did Dr. Jacqueline Wisner, a physician and amateur historian with a particular interest in New Jersey. Author Joyce Purnick interviewed and wrote about many of those in Medford, Mass. In her 2009 work, “Mike Bloomberg, Money, Power Politics,” she was able to talk with many people including Bloomberg’s powerful mother before they died. My own visit to Medford gave me a better idea, as well, of the place where Bloomberg thrived as a boy but ached to leave.

Officials at the New York City Municipal Archives kindly provided access to some of the documents from Mayor Bloomberg’s time at city hall, including important troves saved by Bloomberg’s daughter Emma, Dan Doctoroff, his development deputy, and Peter Madonia, his chief of staff. These papers helped me understand the complexity of the city, and the way the Bloomberg team worked. They also offered valuable guidance in my interviews with Bloomberg’s top aides as mayor.

The late investigative reporter Wayne Barrett had saved reams of vital documents, including those that the city’s Conflicts of Interest Board had unwisely discarded after Bloomberg left office. His files were also rich in other details about the Bloomberg years. After he died, Barrett’s archives were moved to the Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, University of Texas, Austin.

For the business side, I conducted interviews with Bloomberg’s colleagues at Salomon Brothers. For the period when he created his business, I had a good number of interviews on background, given Bloomberg’s strict rules about talking to outsiders. That said, several top Bloomberg executives were generous with their time and helped explain how the business worked. I have also consulted financial analysts, competitors, business writers, Bloomberg news alumni, and numerous users of the Bloomberg terminals. Bloomberg’s autobiography, “Bloomberg by Bloomberg” written with Matthew Winkler in 1997, is also a great primer on the man and the business.

For his philanthropy, I relied on Bloomberg Philanthropies for numbers and details, plus interviews with experts on giving. Some of the experimental work with cities was followed by academic assessments that were helpful, as were federal reports from the Bloomberg family charity. George Fertitta, who runs the consulting group made up of Bloomberg’s city officials, vastly expanded my understanding of that new venture. And, Patti Harris, who runs the philanthropies for Bloomberg, helped provide the big picture. By 2019, Bloomberg had given out or promised $10 billion of his more than $50 billion in net worth—virtually all of it sanctioned by Harris.

For Bloomberg’s political giving and presidential dreams, Kevin Sheekey and Howard Wolfson repeatedly provided details. Frank Barry, Bloomberg’s talented speech writer, patiently worked to provide me with guidance overall, a thankless task.

Any biography of a man as complex and active as this one will only provide a snapshot of the whole person. He is seventy-seven years old at this writing and pledges to keep pushing for a better world until he dies. I have attempted to use important examples to show who he is and how he has operated. But there are many other efforts, especially in his time as mayor, that are barely mentioned here. That doesn’t mean they are unimportant. I happily leave those for the next biographer of Michael Rubens Bloomberg.
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