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    We’ve been helping our clients  
see the light in the Hamptons

since 2003.

The Corcoran Group is a licensed real estate broker located at 590 Madison Ave, NY, NY 10022

For buyers, sellers, and seasonal renters, 
Corcoran knows the way home on the East End.
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JONATHAN JADALI IS USING HIS 
YOUTHFUL ENERGY TO TAKE FORTUNE 
500S TO NEW HEIGHTS WITH HIS 
ASCEND AGENCY
By Tara Finley

Y
outh is for growth, taking risks, and 
making your wildest dreams a reality. 
It is a season of life meant for big 
things, and Jonathan Jadali has em-
braced it all. 

The 23-year-old entrepreneur is the 

founder and CEO of Ascend Agency. A So-
cial Media Marketing and PR agency, As-
cend Agency has served hundreds of like 
minded entrepreneurs and businesses, as 
well as numerous Fortune 500 companies. 

In order to make the climb to Ascend 

Agency, Jadali had to be astute in his deci-
sion making. At the time of the company’s 
birth, he was a successful cryptocurrency 
trader, having taught himself the ropes as a 
precocious tween. Before he was twenty, he 
had made himself a millionaire thanks to 

his crypto trading acumen, and his name 
was turning heads in the entrepreneurial 
world. 

Having mined his own seed money, he 
funneled his earnings into his true passion: 
Ascend Agency. Tackling the arduous task 
of building a social media following, he 
now has an impressively large footprint on-
line. Through this organic growth he 
gained a world-class hands-on education 
on marketing and branding with intention. 
Building visibility and brand authority is 
something he does well, as proven through 
Ascend’s beginnings and current work. 

Ascend Agency helps Fortune 500 com-
panies and aspiring brands boost their 
brand authority, growing their SEO rank-
ings and getting them discovered by all the 
right people. With a carefully curated team 
of diligent masters of their craft, Jadali and 
his team has maintained a book of business 
that includes an extensive list of A-list 
brands. Ascend Agency’s success in public 
relations has garnered over $1 million in 
sales in just two years. As of today, Jadali’s 
Ascend Agency has advised countless new 
businesses, bringing them to their feet fast 
and accelerating their development at a 
rapid and fruitful pace. 

“The internet is the great leveler, there 
are no big and small companies anymore. 
In the age of the internet, if you seem big, 
then you are; it is all about perception and 
getting perceived the right way,” explains 
Jadali. As CEO of Ascend Agency, he has 
three keys to successful brand and reputa-
tion building, and perception is one of 
them. 

“Your reputation is not everything you 
need to succeed, because you still need to 
back it up with excellent delivery. However, 
it does lay the foundation you need to come 
out roaring as a new business.”

Jadali abides by his “3 P’s” of successful 
business: perception (as mentioned above), 
placement and personality. 

“If I was referred for a software design 
contract by Floyd Mayweather, it would 
definitely carry some weight, but not nearly 
as much as it would if Bill Gates referred 
me… Reputation building revolves around 
placement, getting mentioned in the right 
places and by the right people,” says the 
CEO of the importance of targeting the cor-
rect placement for your brand authority. 

Of personality, the mogul has this to say: 
“If you are going to make a great impres-
sion as a new business, you need to lift the 
veil and let your audience become attracted 
to your personality, what you have under-
neath; that is what social media is for when 
used right.”

In an age of connection and instant grat-
ification, Jadali knows the importance of 
not just building, but maintaining a brand 
in the public sphere. Ascend Agency en-
sures that not only are their brands receiv-
ing the visibility they deserve, but that 
those brands sustain their success inter-
nally and externally. 

For the young entrepreneur, online pres-
ence is second nature, and organic growth 
is something he has a reputation for excel-
ling in. With its current trajectory, he’ll be 
bringing Ascend to even further heights in 
the coming years.  ■

Sponsored Article
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emorabito@elliman.com

#1 Team 
by Sales Volume
in the Hamptons*

$4 Billion
in Sales***

#10 Team
in the Nation**

#3 Team
in New York State*

*#1 TEAM IN THE HAMPTONS AT DOUGLAS ELLIMAN REAL ESTATE AND #3 TEAM IN NYS AT DOUGLAS ELLIMAN REAL 
ESTATE, ACCORDING TO 2021 REALTRENDS + TOM FERRY THE THOUSAND AS FEATURED IN WALL STREET JOURNAL. 
**#10 TEAM NATIONWIDE FOR 2020 AT DOUGLAS ELLIMAN REAL ESTATE. ***OVER $4 BILLION IN SALES FOR 1984-
2020 ACCORDING TO DOUGLAS ELLIMAN DATA. 2488 MAIN ST, P.O. BOX 1251, BRIDGEHAMPTON, NY 11932. 631.537.5900
© 2021 DOUGLAS ELLIMAN REAL ESTATE. ALL MATERIAL PRESENTED HEREIN IS INTENDED FOR INFORMATION PURPOSES 
ONLY. WHILE, THIS INFORMATION IS BELIEVED TO BE CORRECT, IT IS REPRESENTED SUBJECT TO ERRORS, OMISSIONS, 
CHANGES OR WITHDRAWAL WITHOUT NOTICE. ALL PROPERTY INFORMATION, INCLUDING, BUT NOT LIMITED TO 
SQUARE FOOTAGE, ROOM COUNT, NUMBER OF BEDROOMS AND THE SCHOOL DISTRICT IN PROPERTY LISTINGS 
SHOULD BE VERIFIED BY YOUR OWN ATTORNEY, ARCHITECT OR ZONING EXPERT. EQUAL HOUSING OPPORTUNITY. 

Just Listed Bayfront | Water Mill | Price Upon Request | 8 BR, 10.5 BA | The pinnacle in luxury, this world 
class bayfront estate boasts over 4 acres and 300-plus feet of water frontage on Mecox Bay, complete  
with a private dock, in� nity edge gunite pool, and Har-Tru tennis court. Interior highlights include the 
grand rotunda with a cast bronze, double-sided staircase and 19th century stained-glass skylight, 
7 � replaces, theater, spa, elevator, garages and much more. Video tour at elliman.com/H360296

JONATHAN JADALI IS USING HIS 
YOUTHFUL ENERGY TO TAKE FORTUNE 
500S TO NEW HEIGHTS WITH HIS 
ASCEND AGENCY
By Tara Finley

Y
outh is for growth, taking risks, and 
making your wildest dreams a reality. 
It is a season of life meant for big 
things, and Jonathan Jadali has em-
braced it all. 

The 23-year-old entrepreneur is the 

founder and CEO of Ascend Agency. A So-
cial Media Marketing and PR agency, As-
cend Agency has served hundreds of like 
minded entrepreneurs and businesses, as 
well as numerous Fortune 500 companies. 

In order to make the climb to Ascend 

Agency, Jadali had to be astute in his deci-
sion making. At the time of the company’s 
birth, he was a successful cryptocurrency 
trader, having taught himself the ropes as a 
precocious tween. Before he was twenty, he 
had made himself a millionaire thanks to 

his crypto trading acumen, and his name 
was turning heads in the entrepreneurial 
world. 

Having mined his own seed money, he 
funneled his earnings into his true passion: 
Ascend Agency. Tackling the arduous task 
of building a social media following, he 
now has an impressively large footprint on-
line. Through this organic growth he 
gained a world-class hands-on education 
on marketing and branding with intention. 
Building visibility and brand authority is 
something he does well, as proven through 
Ascend’s beginnings and current work. 

Ascend Agency helps Fortune 500 com-
panies and aspiring brands boost their 
brand authority, growing their SEO rank-
ings and getting them discovered by all the 
right people. With a carefully curated team 
of diligent masters of their craft, Jadali and 
his team has maintained a book of business 
that includes an extensive list of A-list 
brands. Ascend Agency’s success in public 
relations has garnered over $1 million in 
sales in just two years. As of today, Jadali’s 
Ascend Agency has advised countless new 
businesses, bringing them to their feet fast 
and accelerating their development at a 
rapid and fruitful pace. 

“The internet is the great leveler, there 
are no big and small companies anymore. 
In the age of the internet, if you seem big, 
then you are; it is all about perception and 
getting perceived the right way,” explains 
Jadali. As CEO of Ascend Agency, he has 
three keys to successful brand and reputa-
tion building, and perception is one of 
them. 

“Your reputation is not everything you 
need to succeed, because you still need to 
back it up with excellent delivery. However, 
it does lay the foundation you need to come 
out roaring as a new business.”

Jadali abides by his “3 P’s” of successful 
business: perception (as mentioned above), 
placement and personality. 

“If I was referred for a software design 
contract by Floyd Mayweather, it would 
definitely carry some weight, but not nearly 
as much as it would if Bill Gates referred 
me… Reputation building revolves around 
placement, getting mentioned in the right 
places and by the right people,” says the 
CEO of the importance of targeting the cor-
rect placement for your brand authority. 

Of personality, the mogul has this to say: 
“If you are going to make a great impres-
sion as a new business, you need to lift the 
veil and let your audience become attracted 
to your personality, what you have under-
neath; that is what social media is for when 
used right.”

In an age of connection and instant grat-
ification, Jadali knows the importance of 
not just building, but maintaining a brand 
in the public sphere. Ascend Agency en-
sures that not only are their brands receiv-
ing the visibility they deserve, but that 
those brands sustain their success inter-
nally and externally. 

For the young entrepreneur, online pres-
ence is second nature, and organic growth 
is something he has a reputation for excel-
ling in. With its current trajectory, he’ll be 
bringing Ascend to even further heights in 
the coming years.  ■

Sponsored Article



Th
e 

V
ill

ag
e 

Vo
ic

e
Fa

ll  
20

21

6

NOW OPEN! 
THE ALL NEW 
NISSAN OF
SMITHTOWN

NOW OPEN! 
THE ALL NEW 
VOLKSWAGEN
OF SMITHTOWN

535 Middle Country Rd., St James, NY 11780

631-880-4990
nissanofsmithtown.com

530 E. Jericho Turnpike, St James, NY 11780

631-240-3243
volkswagenofsmithtown.com

UNDER NEW 
OWNERSHIP & 
MANAGEMENT

UNDER NEW 
OWNERSHIP & 
MANAGEMENT
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PETER STALEY IS STILL 
ACTING UP
“We provide muscle for making sure the politicians listen to the 
science.”
By Frank Pizzoli

P
eter Staley has been a long-term AIDS 
and gay rights activist, first as a mem-
ber of ACT UP New York, then as the 
founding director, in 1992, of TAG, the 
Treatment Action Group. More re-

cently, he cofounded the PrEP4All Collab-
oration, which pivoted to COVID activism 
in 2020. Staley was a 2016 Fellow at Har-
vard’s Institute of Politics and is a leading 
subject in the Oscar-nominated documen-
tary How to Survive a Plague. His memoir, 
Never Silent, will be published in October. 
We spoke to Staley by telephone in late July. 
(The interview has been edited for length 
and clarity.)

Frank Pizzoli: The 20th anniversary of 
9/11 signals that threats to our safety are 
now internal, not external. Hasn’t the HIV/
AIDS/LGBTQ community always had in-
ternal threats?

Peter Staley: Like some who were in 
charge of responding to our current pan-
demic crisis, Reagan and those around him 
shattered the idea that we all work from the 
same epistemological playbook by being 
dismissive of scientific expertise. That, plus 
a heavy dose of homophobia, allowed him 

not to lift a finger when AIDS first started, 
even after being warned that it would turn 
into a worldwide pandemic. And, of course, 
it did. So, we see what happens when public 
health threats of any kind are ignored. Same 
with COVID.

FP: In 1985, you received a positive HIV 
test result. That’s when you turned to activ-
ism—and you have not been silent since?

PS: I’ve always admitted that I came to 
activism for very selfish reasons. My HIV 
diagnosis came first. I was a 24-year-old 
closeted gay man working on Wall Street in 
one of the most homophobic, sexist, racist 
trading rooms in Corporate America, a 
bond-trading floor. After my diagnosis, I 
dove into researching the virus, trying to 
learn everything I could about it. About 18 
months later, I was handed a flyer about 
ACT UP’s first protest on my way to work; 
I’d never heard of Larry Kramer. Within 
weeks, I was a bond trader by day and a rad-
ical AIDS activist by night. Attending meet-
ings, I was overwhelmed by the glorious 
feeling of being part of something far larger 
than myself. I was searching for any type of 
hope. I decided to devote myself full-time 
to activism.

FP: Did placing a giant condom on the 
Virginia home of then U.S. senator Jesse 
Helms, known as “Senator No” on AIDS, in 
1991, give you hope?

PS: America’s best-known homophobe at 
the time, Helms was against any federal 
spending on HIV research, treatment, or pre-
vention, so the condom read, “Helms is 
deadlier than a virus.” Referring to homosex-
uals, Helms said, “It’s their deliberate, dis-
gusting, revolting conduct that is responsible 
for the disease.” Prevention programs were 
his first target. Because of Helms, the govern-
ment wasn’t allowed to fund HIV prevention 
campaigns targeting gay men. He was the 
devil, and I wanted to hit him hard. But the 
custom condom I needed to cover his house 
was going to cost $3,500. My boyfriend at the 
time, Kevin Sessums, of Vanity Fair, thought 
I’d be thrown in jail forever. While on Fire Is-
land, he voiced his concerns to David Geffen, 
who reacted differently. He put a big wad of 
bills in my hand, asking that no one should 
know of his involvement.

FP: During the 1980s and ’90s, when 
ACT UP and other groups took shape, was 
the atmosphere both dynamic and fraught 
with conflict within activist circles?

PS: It was fraught with conflict. People 
were dying, and we were using whatever 
energy, money, and resources we had. But it 
was also exhilarating, forging a new path. I 
rely on my Martin Luther King analogy: 
He’s revered now but was very unpopular at 
the time. Same as ACT UP. We’re hailed 
now, but we were feared and scorned then, 
even within our own community. The first 
few years of the AIDS crisis created a huge 
backlash against gay Americans, and our 
national groups were fearful of making it 
worse. They practiced “don’t rock the boat” 
politics, but ACT UP blew that apart, saying, 
we don’t have time for this.

FP: Do your personal narrative and the 
narrative of Sarah Schulman’s new book, 
Let the Record Show; A Political History of 

ACT UP New York, 1987–1993, conflict? 
Comport?

PS: My book, which I wrote before read-
ing a single word of Schulman’s history, is a 
memoir of my experiences, not a complete 
ACT UP history. But it shouldn’t surprise 
anyone that we have very different takes on 
why TAG split from ACT UP five years after 
the movement started. The books are a 
great companion read for that reason alone. 
[ACT UP was known for combining inside 
(talking to those in power) and outside (civil 
disobedience) strategies to effect change. In 
later years, competing camps developed 
around choosing which strategy to concen-
trate on. The rift ended when key members 
of ACT UP’s Treatment and Data Commit-
tee split off in 1992 to form TAG.]

FP: Regarding current treatment activ-
ism, Annals of Internal Medicine (July 6) 
found that early death rates for Americans 
living with HIV and getting treatment are 
no longer very different from those of peo-
ple who are HIV-negative. And soon, the 
U.S. Department of Labor will instruct in-
surance companies to cover the entire cost 
of prescribing PrEP (pre-exposure prophy-
laxis for HIV), which should lower initial in-
fections. Having assisted with founding the 
PrEP4All Collaboration, is the double-
edged approach of treatment and preven-
tion at a turning point?

PS: We now have good friends at the 
CDC, so the Biden administration is giving us 
renewed hope that we can finally get serious 
about tackling HIV prevention nationally.

FP: You’ve added COVID to the work of 
the PrEP4All Collaboration? Make the con-
nection for readers.

PS: Every AIDS activist feels a calling 
when a new bug hits. We are uniquely posi-
tioned to make a difference, having become 
essential workhorses within the public 
health establishment. We provide muscle 
for making sure the politicians listen to the 
science.

FP: Do you have any “do-over” mo-
ments?

PS: I think all of us are haunted by how 
many friends we lost along the way. Every-
thing we tried just wasn’t fast enough. The 
same is happening now, with COVID. As 
I’ve often said, activism is about plowing 
through pessimism.

Donna Binder

The Front

The gang’s all here: 
Peter Staley, on
the awning, along
with images of 
(L to R) Anthony Fauci, 
Ronald Reagan, and 
George H. W. Bush, 
on October 11, 1988, 
when ACT UP shut 
down the Food and 
Drug Administration 
for a day. The crowd 
of between 1,100 and 
1,500 people chanted, 
“Hey, hey, FDA, how 
many people have you 
killed today?”
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40 GRAMS AND A BONG?
Will cannabis social equity programs begin bridging centuries of 
economic injustice?
By Sarah Ratliff

I
n 2021, recreational marijuana officially 
became legal in New York. Among its 
various provisions, this legislation directs 
the newly created Cannabis Control 
Board to ensure that at least 50 percent of 

the cannabis business licenses it approves 
go to social equity applicants. This group in-
cludes people from marginalized commu-
nities negatively impacted by marijuana 
arrests (the Black and Latino communities, 
primarily), women and minority business 
owners, struggling farmers, and disabled 
veterans.

Social equity provisions like these are in-
creasingly being adopted by states and local 
communities across the nation. Legislation 
that prioritizes the involvement of Black 
and Brown people in the cannabis industry 
can help serve the cause of redistributive 
justice. Attempts at finding some sort of 
economic redress for those who had been 
enslaved began in January of 1865, with 
Union General William T. Sherman’s Spe-
cial Field Order 15, which promised plots of 
land, much of it confiscated from Southern 
plantations, to freed slaves. The edict soon 
became known as “40 acres and a mule.” 
Not surprisingly, it was reversed later that 
year by the Southern-sympathizing Andrew 
Johnson, who had been elevated to the pres-
idency when Lincoln was assassinated. A 
century on, the so-called “war on drugs” 
brought more devastation to Black and 
Brown communities. But perhaps now, can-
nabis, long unfairly portrayed as leading to 
“reefer madness,” might bring some eco-
nomic healing after generations of harm. 

Oakland Leads the Way
One individual who helped create a robust 
social equity initiative, in Oakland, Califor-
nia, is Ramon Garcia. He is a founding 
member of the San Francisco Cannabis Eq-
uity Working Group (SFCEWG), which pro-
vides guidance and resources to those 
starting to navigate emerging cannabis eq-
uity programs. Garcia learned about social 
engagement from his parents, who were ac-
tivists in the Bronx during the civil rights 
movement. 

Garcia has stressed how necessary so-
cial equity measures are to developing the 
cannabis industry in economically op-
pressed communities. “How are you going 
to create something equitable from a sys-
tem that is inequitable?” he asks rhetori-
cally during our Zoom conversation. 
“We’re trying to recreate policies that are 
not endemic with those systemic racist un-
dertones that have been in this the whole 
time. The only way to do that is to include 
the community, include the people who are 
impacted by those policies.”

Garcia sees the social equity initiative 
adopted by the Oakland city council in 2017 
(the first such program in the nation) as a 
step in the right direction, not an endpoint. 
“The equity conversation was about provid-
ing that structure and system within all of 

our structures,” he says. “But cannabis was 
the place to start because we actually had 
data back from these equity reports and had 
admissions from the federal and local gov-
ernments that [the drug war] targeted our 
communities … okay, then there needs to be 
some kind of reinvestment back into these 
damaged communities.”

Oakland, especially, has suffered over 
the decades. “Oakland historically was a 
center for the war on drugs,” Garcia ex-
plains. “The people were ready for social 
equity because the impacts were so great, 
like West Oakland was traditionally 70 per-

cent, 80 percent Black-owned, East Oak-
land I think was 60-something-percent 
Black-owned. Through those 30, 40, 50 
years of the war on drugs, all of that was 
lost.”

The stated goal of Oakland’s Cannabis 
Equity Program is to “address disparities in 
the cannabis industry by prioritizing victims 
of the war on drugs, and by minimizing bar-
riers of entry into the industry.” The city is 
issuing permits for cannabis cultivators, 
dispensary owners, manufacturers, distrib-
utors, and transport professionals. Fully 
half of all of these permits are reserved for 
equity applicants (determined by income 
level, residential location, and previous 
cannabis-related encounters with the legal 
system). Assistance is offered to equity ap-
plicants in various forms, including no-in-

terest loans funded by cannabis tax 
revenue, business coaching modeled after 
programs organized by micro-lenders and 
equity investors, technical instruction 
through workshops and online training pro-
grams, and free legal assistance regarding 
anything related to starting a plant-touch-
ing business. 

Nina Parks is also a founding member of 
SFCEWG, and an activist (she joined us on 
Zoom). She has formed a new organization, 
the Original Equity Group (OEG), whose 
goal is to make sure that social equity appli-
cants to San Francisco’s program have all 

the support they need to achieve their en-
trepreneurial goals. Garcia, Parks, and their 
associates have consulted with citizens and 
interested officials in San Jose, Sacramento, 
and Los Angeles, spreading the message 
about the value of social equity initiatives. 

“I think it’s very important for people to 
remember that the strategy around the war 
on drugs was to break up people’s ability to 
community organize,” says Parks. “That’s 
why community organizing is always going 
to be important … the big thing about the 
equity programs is that we’re trying to em-
power individuals to take ownership of their 
agency.”

The Weaponization of Marijuana
Terry Gilbert has spent the past five decades 
of his life working in Cleveland as a civil 

rights attorney. He uses the law as a vehicle 
for social change, as he describes in his 
newly published autobiography, Trying 
Times: A Lawyer’s 50-Year Struggle Fighting 
for Rights in a World of Wrongs. Gilbert 
shared his thoughts with me over Zoom. 

“The war on drugs has been a complete 
disaster on many levels, impacting people 
of color disproportionately,” he says, sum-
marizing five decades of history. “The col-
lateral consequences range from mass 
incarceration, aggressive and military polic-
ing in marginalized communities, an epi-
demic of pretextual traffic stops, SWAT 

Cannabis

Standing up for social equity: members of the San Francisco Cannabis Equity Working Group (Nina Parks 
is sixth from left, in front with blue jacket; Ramon Garcia is seventh from right, in black T-shirt and glasses).

Photo courtesy of Nina Parks

raids, brutal excessive force, and police 
shooting deaths. These policies, endorsed 
by courts, have devastated communities 
and done little to keep them safe.”

Gilbert singles out the government’s 
quest to stigmatize and criminalize mari-
juana by conflating it with much harder 
drugs as equally damaging. “It was an op-
pressive tool … it was a tool of the war on 
drugs to destroy our communities, to give 
access to basically breaking down genera-
tional wealth and controlling what our 
communities were involved in.”

This is not opinion. The truth about the 
war on drugs was disclosed by former 
Nixon administration domestic policy 
chief John Ehrlichman. In a 1994 inter-
view published in Harper’s magazine in 
2016, Ehrlichman explained Tricky Dick’s 
decision to start a drug war: “The Nixon 
campaign in 1968, and the Nixon White 
House after that, had two enemies: the 
antiwar left and black people. You under-
stand what I’m saying? We knew we 
couldn’t make it illegal to be either 
against the war or black, but by getting the 
public to associate the hippies with mari-
juana and blacks with heroin, and then 
criminalizing both heavily, we could dis-
rupt those communities. We could arrest 
their leaders, raid their homes, break up 
their meetings, and vilify them night after 
night on the evening news. Did we know 
we were lying about the drugs? Of course 
we did.”

Nixon’s politically cynical campaign was 
only the opening salvo in the drug war. The 
next significant move was made by the Rea-
gan administration, which sought to estab-
lish its conservative “law and order” 
credentials through the 1986 Anti-Drug 
Abuse Act. This racially charged law man-
dated draconian prison sentences for crack 
cocaine possession while largely exempting 
the pricier powdered cocaine favored by 
wealthier populations from these edicts. It 
also included longer mandatory minimum 
sentences for selling or possessing mari-
juana, which increased incarceration rates 

in impoverished communities even further. 
Not to be outdone by Republicans, in 

1994 President Bill Clinton and his Dem-
ocratic allies in Congress passed the 1994 
Crime Bill, hyperbolically referred to as 
the Violent Crime Control and Law En-
forcement Act. Cowritten by Senator Joe 
Biden, this bill was the most sweeping and 
punitive anti-drug legislation ever passed. 
It included such goodies as truth-in-sen-
tencing, the federal three-strikes rule, 
100,000 more cops on American streets, 
and funding support for states willing to 
build more prisons to mass incarcerate 
marijuana users and other threats to pub-
lic safety. Between 1995 and 2005, with 
the Crime Bill taking effect, the U.S. 
prison population increased by 40 per-
cent. People of color arrested for mari-
juana possession were responsible for a 
sizeable portion of that increase. Biden, 
unlike many politicians, has admitted 
some of his mistakes, noting particularly 
in a 2019 speech that one of the problems 
with the Crime Bill was the disparate 
treatment of people who used crack as op-
posed to powdered cocaine: “We were 
told by the experts that ‘crack, you never 
go back,’ that the two were somehow fun-
damentally different. It’s not. But it’s 
trapped an entire generation.”  

Criminal prosecutions for marijuana 
possession are hardly a thing of the past. 
Between 2010 and 2018, more than six
million Americans were arrested for

marijuana-related crimes, with simple 
posses sion accounting for 90 percent of the 
total. Black Americans are still 3.64 times 
more likely to be arrested for marijuana 
possession than whites, despite no dispari-
ties in usage levels between the two groups.

This selective enforcement reveals the 
self-perpetuating reality of systemic racism. 
It also helps create the rationale for social 
equity programs in 2021. 

Possible Pitfalls for the 
Social Equity Movement

Social equity initiatives can work if they’re 

comprehensive in scope 
and implemented with 
commitment. But if they’re 
not, they may fail to reverse 
historical trends.

This is what happened 
in Massachusetts, which 
sought to be a pioneer in 
social equity when it 
launched its program, in 
2018. A 2019 Boston Globe 
article detailed some of 
the reasons Massachusetts 
has struggled to meet its 
social equity goals: most 
Massachusetts cities 
haven’t fully promoted or 
publicized social equity; 
capital has been hard to 
come by, as banks remain 
reluctant to loan to mari-
juana businesspeople; and 
venture capital invest-
ments rarely go to Black-
owned start-ups in the 
cannabis or any industry. 
The final approval process 
has been slow and costly, 
even when applicants 
seem to meet all program 
qualifications. The state 
government hasn’t allo-
cated adequate funding for social equity, 
and attempts to increase financial sup-
port have failed to gain legislative trac-
tion. 

These factors mirror issues that Black 
and Brown entrepreneurs interested in can-
nabis have faced nationwide, with the lack 
of access to capital being especially acute. 
While Massachusetts has picked up the 
pace of social equity approvals recently, 
overall it has failed to thoroughly address 
the systemic issues that have kept Black en-
trepreneurs out of the industry since the be-
ginning.

Another potential pitfall is corporate 
domination. With profit levels in cannabis 
projected to surpass $43 billion by 2025, big 
players are moving fast to gain control of the 
action wherever they can.

Orville Vernon Burton is a Clemson 
University historian and co-author of the 
new book Justice Deferred: Race and the Su-
preme Court, which, among other subjects, 
charts how discriminatory drug laws have 
hurt the Black community. While he recog-
nizes the possibilities offered by social eq-
uity initiatives, calling them “a wonderful 
retribution,” Burton is concerned that a 
corporate takeover of cannabis may be dif-
ficult to prevent. “The problem is now you 
have these big corporations, they are even 
taking over farms,” he says. “Money is one 
of the problems with America. Small peo-
ple with some investment can do it, but 
eventually these huge farms and huge in-
vestments take control.”

Civil rights attorney Gilbert also worries 
about sharp business practices from corpo-
rate operators. “We have seen in the minor-
ity construction contract bidding process 
that investors and white established com-
panies use minorities to get contracts, but 
the minorities have no control over the op-
eration,” he says. “This could be what hap-

pens with marijuana.” He also cautions 
activists to be sure they press for carefully 
designed social equity programs to avoid 
corporate domination. “The devil is in the 
details,” he proclaims. “The social equity 
provisions need to be spelled out in detail 
so the benefits truly go to local community 
ownership, with tax revenues coming back 
into the communities, not into a shared 
fund.”

Transforming Community Health 
Through Cannabis

To make the industry work for entre-
preneurs and members of marginalized 
communities alike, Parks and Garcia rec-
ommend a more inclusive, health-oriented 
marketing strategy. 

Parks decries the overall de-emphasis on 
the therapeutic benefits of cannabis, which 
she sees as fundamental to its appeal. “All 
use is medicinal use, no matter if they call it 
adult-use or whatever, and it does everyone 
a disservice by calling it recreational,” she 
says. “All use of any drug is medicinal be-
cause there’s something that is ailing within 
the human spirit, within the psyche, or 
within the body that’s been calling for some 
kind of supplement.” 

Garcia adds, “What you need to do is 
start marketing and providing education to 
the folks that are going to want to put a little 
tincture in their food, or want a gummy or a 
topical or a bath salt, or all these different 
things that allow them to relieve that pain.” 

It is indeed ironic that an economic re-
naissance in the Black community may be 
sparked by the growth, manufacture, and 
sale of a substance that was weaponized to 
severely limit Black mobility and achieve-
ment. It is a further irony that a healing sub-
stance demonized as dangerous and 
addictive may prove its medicinal value in 
the very marginalized communities that its 
demonization damaged the most.

“The Nixon campaign in 1968, and the 
Nixon White House after that, had two 
enemies: the antiwar left and black 
people. You understand what I’m
saying? We knew we couldn’t make 
it illegal to be either against the war 
or black, but by getting the public to 
associate the hippies with marijuana
and blacks with heroin, and then 
criminalizing both heavily, we could 
disrupt those communities.” 

Union General William Tecumseh Sherman.
Economic justice is still a long time coming.

Matthew Brady /
National Archives
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40 GRAMS AND A BONG?
Will cannabis social equity programs begin bridging centuries of 
economic injustice?
By Sarah Ratliff

I
n 2021, recreational marijuana officially 
became legal in New York. Among its 
various provisions, this legislation directs 
the newly created Cannabis Control 
Board to ensure that at least 50 percent of 

the cannabis business licenses it approves 
go to social equity applicants. This group in-
cludes people from marginalized commu-
nities negatively impacted by marijuana 
arrests (the Black and Latino communities, 
primarily), women and minority business 
owners, struggling farmers, and disabled 
veterans.

Social equity provisions like these are in-
creasingly being adopted by states and local 
communities across the nation. Legislation 
that prioritizes the involvement of Black 
and Brown people in the cannabis industry 
can help serve the cause of redistributive 
justice. Attempts at finding some sort of 
economic redress for those who had been 
enslaved began in January of 1865, with 
Union General William T. Sherman’s Spe-
cial Field Order 15, which promised plots of 
land, much of it confiscated from Southern 
plantations, to freed slaves. The edict soon 
became known as “40 acres and a mule.” 
Not surprisingly, it was reversed later that 
year by the Southern-sympathizing Andrew 
Johnson, who had been elevated to the pres-
idency when Lincoln was assassinated. A 
century on, the so-called “war on drugs” 
brought more devastation to Black and 
Brown communities. But perhaps now, can-
nabis, long unfairly portrayed as leading to 
“reefer madness,” might bring some eco-
nomic healing after generations of harm. 

Oakland Leads the Way
One individual who helped create a robust 
social equity initiative, in Oakland, Califor-
nia, is Ramon Garcia. He is a founding 
member of the San Francisco Cannabis Eq-
uity Working Group (SFCEWG), which pro-
vides guidance and resources to those 
starting to navigate emerging cannabis eq-
uity programs. Garcia learned about social 
engagement from his parents, who were ac-
tivists in the Bronx during the civil rights 
movement. 

Garcia has stressed how necessary so-
cial equity measures are to developing the 
cannabis industry in economically op-
pressed communities. “How are you going 
to create something equitable from a sys-
tem that is inequitable?” he asks rhetori-
cally during our Zoom conversation. 
“We’re trying to recreate policies that are 
not endemic with those systemic racist un-
dertones that have been in this the whole 
time. The only way to do that is to include 
the community, include the people who are 
impacted by those policies.”

Garcia sees the social equity initiative 
adopted by the Oakland city council in 2017 
(the first such program in the nation) as a 
step in the right direction, not an endpoint. 
“The equity conversation was about provid-
ing that structure and system within all of 

our structures,” he says. “But cannabis was 
the place to start because we actually had 
data back from these equity reports and had 
admissions from the federal and local gov-
ernments that [the drug war] targeted our 
communities … okay, then there needs to be 
some kind of reinvestment back into these 
damaged communities.”

Oakland, especially, has suffered over 
the decades. “Oakland historically was a 
center for the war on drugs,” Garcia ex-
plains. “The people were ready for social 
equity because the impacts were so great, 
like West Oakland was traditionally 70 per-

cent, 80 percent Black-owned, East Oak-
land I think was 60-something-percent 
Black-owned. Through those 30, 40, 50 
years of the war on drugs, all of that was 
lost.”

The stated goal of Oakland’s Cannabis 
Equity Program is to “address disparities in 
the cannabis industry by prioritizing victims 
of the war on drugs, and by minimizing bar-
riers of entry into the industry.” The city is 
issuing permits for cannabis cultivators, 
dispensary owners, manufacturers, distrib-
utors, and transport professionals. Fully 
half of all of these permits are reserved for 
equity applicants (determined by income 
level, residential location, and previous 
cannabis-related encounters with the legal 
system). Assistance is offered to equity ap-
plicants in various forms, including no-in-

terest loans funded by cannabis tax 
revenue, business coaching modeled after 
programs organized by micro-lenders and 
equity investors, technical instruction 
through workshops and online training pro-
grams, and free legal assistance regarding 
anything related to starting a plant-touch-
ing business. 

Nina Parks is also a founding member of 
SFCEWG, and an activist (she joined us on 
Zoom). She has formed a new organization, 
the Original Equity Group (OEG), whose 
goal is to make sure that social equity appli-
cants to San Francisco’s program have all 

the support they need to achieve their en-
trepreneurial goals. Garcia, Parks, and their 
associates have consulted with citizens and 
interested officials in San Jose, Sacramento, 
and Los Angeles, spreading the message 
about the value of social equity initiatives. 

“I think it’s very important for people to 
remember that the strategy around the war 
on drugs was to break up people’s ability to 
community organize,” says Parks. “That’s 
why community organizing is always going 
to be important … the big thing about the 
equity programs is that we’re trying to em-
power individuals to take ownership of their 
agency.”

The Weaponization of Marijuana
Terry Gilbert has spent the past five decades 
of his life working in Cleveland as a civil 

rights attorney. He uses the law as a vehicle 
for social change, as he describes in his 
newly published autobiography, Trying 
Times: A Lawyer’s 50-Year Struggle Fighting 
for Rights in a World of Wrongs. Gilbert 
shared his thoughts with me over Zoom. 

“The war on drugs has been a complete 
disaster on many levels, impacting people 
of color disproportionately,” he says, sum-
marizing five decades of history. “The col-
lateral consequences range from mass 
incarceration, aggressive and military polic-
ing in marginalized communities, an epi-
demic of pretextual traffic stops, SWAT 

Cannabis

Standing up for social equity: members of the San Francisco Cannabis Equity Working Group (Nina Parks 
is sixth from left, in front with blue jacket; Ramon Garcia is seventh from right, in black T-shirt and glasses).

Photo courtesy of Nina Parks

raids, brutal excessive force, and police 
shooting deaths. These policies, endorsed 
by courts, have devastated communities 
and done little to keep them safe.”

Gilbert singles out the government’s 
quest to stigmatize and criminalize mari-
juana by conflating it with much harder 
drugs as equally damaging. “It was an op-
pressive tool … it was a tool of the war on 
drugs to destroy our communities, to give 
access to basically breaking down genera-
tional wealth and controlling what our 
communities were involved in.”

This is not opinion. The truth about the 
war on drugs was disclosed by former 
Nixon administration domestic policy 
chief John Ehrlichman. In a 1994 inter-
view published in Harper’s magazine in 
2016, Ehrlichman explained Tricky Dick’s 
decision to start a drug war: “The Nixon 
campaign in 1968, and the Nixon White 
House after that, had two enemies: the 
antiwar left and black people. You under-
stand what I’m saying? We knew we 
couldn’t make it illegal to be either 
against the war or black, but by getting the 
public to associate the hippies with mari-
juana and blacks with heroin, and then 
criminalizing both heavily, we could dis-
rupt those communities. We could arrest 
their leaders, raid their homes, break up 
their meetings, and vilify them night after 
night on the evening news. Did we know 
we were lying about the drugs? Of course 
we did.”

Nixon’s politically cynical campaign was 
only the opening salvo in the drug war. The 
next significant move was made by the Rea-
gan administration, which sought to estab-
lish its conservative “law and order” 
credentials through the 1986 Anti-Drug 
Abuse Act. This racially charged law man-
dated draconian prison sentences for crack 
cocaine possession while largely exempting 
the pricier powdered cocaine favored by 
wealthier populations from these edicts. It 
also included longer mandatory minimum 
sentences for selling or possessing mari-
juana, which increased incarceration rates 

in impoverished communities even further. 
Not to be outdone by Republicans, in 

1994 President Bill Clinton and his Dem-
ocratic allies in Congress passed the 1994 
Crime Bill, hyperbolically referred to as 
the Violent Crime Control and Law En-
forcement Act. Cowritten by Senator Joe 
Biden, this bill was the most sweeping and 
punitive anti-drug legislation ever passed. 
It included such goodies as truth-in-sen-
tencing, the federal three-strikes rule, 
100,000 more cops on American streets, 
and funding support for states willing to 
build more prisons to mass incarcerate 
marijuana users and other threats to pub-
lic safety. Between 1995 and 2005, with 
the Crime Bill taking effect, the U.S. 
prison population increased by 40 per-
cent. People of color arrested for mari-
juana possession were responsible for a 
sizeable portion of that increase. Biden, 
unlike many politicians, has admitted 
some of his mistakes, noting particularly 
in a 2019 speech that one of the problems 
with the Crime Bill was the disparate 
treatment of people who used crack as op-
posed to powdered cocaine: “We were 
told by the experts that ‘crack, you never 
go back,’ that the two were somehow fun-
damentally different. It’s not. But it’s 
trapped an entire generation.”  

Criminal prosecutions for marijuana 
possession are hardly a thing of the past. 
Between 2010 and 2018, more than six
million Americans were arrested for

marijuana-related crimes, with simple 
posses sion accounting for 90 percent of the 
total. Black Americans are still 3.64 times 
more likely to be arrested for marijuana 
possession than whites, despite no dispari-
ties in usage levels between the two groups.

This selective enforcement reveals the 
self-perpetuating reality of systemic racism. 
It also helps create the rationale for social 
equity programs in 2021. 

Possible Pitfalls for the 
Social Equity Movement

Social equity initiatives can work if they’re 

comprehensive in scope 
and implemented with 
commitment. But if they’re 
not, they may fail to reverse 
historical trends.

This is what happened 
in Massachusetts, which 
sought to be a pioneer in 
social equity when it 
launched its program, in 
2018. A 2019 Boston Globe 
article detailed some of 
the reasons Massachusetts 
has struggled to meet its 
social equity goals: most 
Massachusetts cities 
haven’t fully promoted or 
publicized social equity; 
capital has been hard to 
come by, as banks remain 
reluctant to loan to mari-
juana businesspeople; and 
venture capital invest-
ments rarely go to Black-
owned start-ups in the 
cannabis or any industry. 
The final approval process 
has been slow and costly, 
even when applicants 
seem to meet all program 
qualifications. The state 
government hasn’t allo-
cated adequate funding for social equity, 
and attempts to increase financial sup-
port have failed to gain legislative trac-
tion. 

These factors mirror issues that Black 
and Brown entrepreneurs interested in can-
nabis have faced nationwide, with the lack 
of access to capital being especially acute. 
While Massachusetts has picked up the 
pace of social equity approvals recently, 
overall it has failed to thoroughly address 
the systemic issues that have kept Black en-
trepreneurs out of the industry since the be-
ginning.

Another potential pitfall is corporate 
domination. With profit levels in cannabis 
projected to surpass $43 billion by 2025, big 
players are moving fast to gain control of the 
action wherever they can.

Orville Vernon Burton is a Clemson 
University historian and co-author of the 
new book Justice Deferred: Race and the Su-
preme Court, which, among other subjects, 
charts how discriminatory drug laws have 
hurt the Black community. While he recog-
nizes the possibilities offered by social eq-
uity initiatives, calling them “a wonderful 
retribution,” Burton is concerned that a 
corporate takeover of cannabis may be dif-
ficult to prevent. “The problem is now you 
have these big corporations, they are even 
taking over farms,” he says. “Money is one 
of the problems with America. Small peo-
ple with some investment can do it, but 
eventually these huge farms and huge in-
vestments take control.”

Civil rights attorney Gilbert also worries 
about sharp business practices from corpo-
rate operators. “We have seen in the minor-
ity construction contract bidding process 
that investors and white established com-
panies use minorities to get contracts, but 
the minorities have no control over the op-
eration,” he says. “This could be what hap-

pens with marijuana.” He also cautions 
activists to be sure they press for carefully 
designed social equity programs to avoid 
corporate domination. “The devil is in the 
details,” he proclaims. “The social equity 
provisions need to be spelled out in detail 
so the benefits truly go to local community 
ownership, with tax revenues coming back 
into the communities, not into a shared 
fund.”

Transforming Community Health 
Through Cannabis

To make the industry work for entre-
preneurs and members of marginalized 
communities alike, Parks and Garcia rec-
ommend a more inclusive, health-oriented 
marketing strategy. 

Parks decries the overall de-emphasis on 
the therapeutic benefits of cannabis, which 
she sees as fundamental to its appeal. “All 
use is medicinal use, no matter if they call it 
adult-use or whatever, and it does everyone 
a disservice by calling it recreational,” she 
says. “All use of any drug is medicinal be-
cause there’s something that is ailing within 
the human spirit, within the psyche, or 
within the body that’s been calling for some 
kind of supplement.” 

Garcia adds, “What you need to do is 
start marketing and providing education to 
the folks that are going to want to put a little 
tincture in their food, or want a gummy or a 
topical or a bath salt, or all these different 
things that allow them to relieve that pain.” 

It is indeed ironic that an economic re-
naissance in the Black community may be 
sparked by the growth, manufacture, and 
sale of a substance that was weaponized to 
severely limit Black mobility and achieve-
ment. It is a further irony that a healing sub-
stance demonized as dangerous and 
addictive may prove its medicinal value in 
the very marginalized communities that its 
demonization damaged the most.

“The Nixon campaign in 1968, and the 
Nixon White House after that, had two 
enemies: the antiwar left and black 
people. You understand what I’m
saying? We knew we couldn’t make 
it illegal to be either against the war 
or black, but by getting the public to 
associate the hippies with marijuana
and blacks with heroin, and then 
criminalizing both heavily, we could 
disrupt those communities.” 

Union General William Tecumseh Sherman.
Economic justice is still a long time coming.

Matthew Brady /
National Archives
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MUSTO DOES MADONNA!
A Voice photographer shares her memories and a Michael Musto 
contact sheet from 1992—when Sex saved the day
By Catherine McGann

T
his was definitely one of the most fun 
photo shoots I ever did. Madonna’s Sex 
book had just come out, in October 
1992, and Michael immediately wanted 
to spoof it for his column.  I was all in.  

After giving it a lot of thought, I realized that 
the best way to pull it off was to utilize my 

own loft location in Jersey City. (Back then, 
Jersey City was still off the radar to most peo-
ple, and was much more deserted than any-
place in Manhattan or Brooklyn. It was still 
filled with a lot of empty warehouse build-
ings, etc. ) I had an assistant (photographer 
Andre Lambertson, who was the Voice photo 

intern at the time) to help me with the logis-
tics, like quickly pulling off my long black 
trench coat that I loaned to Michael in be-
tween rolls of film, and helping him run into 
my buildings’ hallway if too many people 
were around!

It was definitely tricky; it was the end of 
October, cold, and the middle of the day. As 
always, Michael was an amazing model, and 
fearlessly just went right into it. It was hilari-
ous, and I loved shooting every second of it! I 
knew exactly the spot I wanted him in—we 
would just drop the coat and shoot crazy fast 
and then run back into the hall again be-
tween rolls of film.

 And then the police pulled up! 
I grabbed my copy of the book and ran 

over to the police car and sweet-talked my 
way into letting them allow us to continue, 
after I explained what we were doing. The 

book came out to a lot of speculation and was 
sold under wraps because of her nudity, be-
coming instantly collectible and hard to get 
hold of. The officer I spoke to said something 
like, “Ummm … okay … let me see that 
book!”

 After getting a good look, he handed it 
back and said, “Well, ok! But be quick about 
it!” And they drove off. 

What a blast! We ended up using one of 
the photos as a poster that the Voice sold as a 
way to raise money for AIDS research, as well 
as running one in Michael’s column. It’s
absolutely one of my favorite Village Voice 
memories.

Editor’s note: In future issues we’ll continue 
to bring you some of the stories behind the
stories—and photos and cartoons and illustra-
tions and ads—that have appeared in the paper 
over these past 66 years and counting.

Photos by Catherine McGann
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MUSTO DOES MADONNA!
A Voice photographer shares her memories and a Michael Musto 
contact sheet from 1992—when Sex saved the day
By Catherine McGann

T
his was definitely one of the most fun 
photo shoots I ever did. Madonna’s Sex 
book had just come out, in October 
1992, and Michael immediately wanted 
to spoof it for his column.  I was all in.  

After giving it a lot of thought, I realized that 
the best way to pull it off was to utilize my 

own loft location in Jersey City. (Back then, 
Jersey City was still off the radar to most peo-
ple, and was much more deserted than any-
place in Manhattan or Brooklyn. It was still 
filled with a lot of empty warehouse build-
ings, etc. ) I had an assistant (photographer 
Andre Lambertson, who was the Voice photo 

intern at the time) to help me with the logis-
tics, like quickly pulling off my long black 
trench coat that I loaned to Michael in be-
tween rolls of film, and helping him run into 
my buildings’ hallway if too many people 
were around!

It was definitely tricky; it was the end of 
October, cold, and the middle of the day. As 
always, Michael was an amazing model, and 
fearlessly just went right into it. It was hilari-
ous, and I loved shooting every second of it! I 
knew exactly the spot I wanted him in—we 
would just drop the coat and shoot crazy fast 
and then run back into the hall again be-
tween rolls of film.

 And then the police pulled up! 
I grabbed my copy of the book and ran 

over to the police car and sweet-talked my 
way into letting them allow us to continue, 
after I explained what we were doing. The 

book came out to a lot of speculation and was 
sold under wraps because of her nudity, be-
coming instantly collectible and hard to get 
hold of. The officer I spoke to said something 
like, “Ummm … okay … let me see that 
book!”

 After getting a good look, he handed it 
back and said, “Well, ok! But be quick about 
it!” And they drove off. 

What a blast! We ended up using one of 
the photos as a poster that the Voice sold as a 
way to raise money for AIDS research, as well 
as running one in Michael’s column. It’s
absolutely one of my favorite Village Voice 
memories.

Editor’s note: In future issues we’ll continue 
to bring you some of the stories behind the
stories—and photos and cartoons and illustra-
tions and ads—that have appeared in the paper 
over these past 66 years and counting.

Photos by Catherine McGann
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12 Then & Now Editor’s note, August 31, 2021: 

In the days, weeks, and months after the 9/11 attacks, many New Yorkers wore 
face masks to protect themselves from the dust and smoke wafting through 
the city from the fires burning amid the World Trade Center wreckage. 
Workers on the pile—firefighters, police officers, construction crews, medical 
teams—all risked their health, initially searching for survivors (there were 
very few) and then struggling to put out the inferno and find remains of the 
dead.

On the Contents page of the September 25, 2001, Voice, a mask symbolized 
that all New Yorkers needed to pull together to get through the crisis. Twenty 
years later, in a different kind of crisis, a mask symbolizes the same thing.     

A
ndré Souroujon
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13Then & Now Editor’s note, August 31, 2021: 

In the days, weeks, and months after the 9/11 attacks, many New Yorkers wore 
face masks to protect themselves from the dust and smoke wafting through 
the city from the fires burning amid the World Trade Center wreckage. 
Workers on the pile—firefighters, police officers, construction crews, medical 
teams—all risked their health, initially searching for survivors (there were 
very few) and then struggling to put out the inferno and find remains of the 
dead.

On the Contents page of the September 25, 2001, Voice, a mask symbolized 
that all New Yorkers needed to pull together to get through the crisis. Twenty 
years later, in a different kind of crisis, a mask symbolizes the same thing.     
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WE ARE NOT YOUR 
TERRORISTS
The war of attrition “intelligence-led policing” is waging 
against Black Lives Matter
By Peter Noel

I
t is the politically white-hot evening 
of November 1 last year—on the eve of 
one of the most consequential presiden-
tial elections in U.S. history. A burly, 
dressed-downed figure is storming to-

ward a row of overflow holding pens in a 
precinct station house, in Manhattan’s 
Chelsea district, while tauntingly shouting 
out the name “Hawk Newsome!” over a din 
of plaintiff chatter.

The stranger seeks to suss out Walter 

“Hawk” Newsome, cofounder of the 
Greater New York Chapter of Black Lives 
Matter, who has already endured nearly five 
grueling hours of isolation. That seemed to 
him to be punishment inflicted before being 
brought to trial. Along with scores of antira-
cism demonstrators protesting the bald-
faced trespasses of the MAGA far right in 
their city that Sunday, Newsome had been 
summarily snatched off the streets, suppos-
edly by the Joint Terrorism Task Force, and 

rendered to this cold and drafty lockdown.
A self-described “officially recognized” 

New York Police Department “community 
liaison”—not authorized to speak about 
counterintelligence operations they’ve 
“heard others being briefed on”—told the 
Voice on condition of anonymity that the ac-
tivist is among “the highest-profile black 
militants” most likely to be under surveil-
lance at any given time. He can’t be left 
alone, the watchdog claims, “because of the 
charismatic role he continues to play” in the 
urban theatre of Black identity and anti-po-
lice-brutality accountability politics.

“I’m paranoid, brother,” says the 
44-year-old Newsome as he sits down to 
Halal food in the Bronx 10 months later. He 
hastens to bring up an incident in which an 
overwhelming presence of  “human eye-
balls” tracked his movements the day he 
marched with 20,000 souls in Times 
Square to deliver a legislative action plan 
called “Black Opportunities.” His observ-
ers, according to Newsome, wore buttoned-
up polo shirts with a distinctive American 
eagle insignia, and dark slacks. “I noticed 
these guys in these weird shirts standing 
next to my fucking car and I was like, 
‘Damn, is this the Feds? This ain’t NYPD.’ ” 

During another march, he encountered the 
same crew and took photos of their attire. 
“We got the shirts, and it was NYPD coun-
terintelligence,” he says. “It was counterter-
rorism.”

But nowhere did this paranoia kick in 
more fiercely than in Minneapolis, Minne-
sota, where George Floyd, trapped under 
the knee of police officer Derek Chauvin, 
had begged futilely for his life. Dogged by 
grief, Newsome led a delegation of BLMers 
to the site where Floyd’s knell of death—“I 
can’t breathe!”—became the anthem of a 
new generation of civil rights warriors.

And there, Newsome recalls, the spies, 
the enemies of Black lives, followed them. 
As he tells it, a young white man, who’d 
been tailing the group for several blocks, 
pounced on them as they sprawled out on a 
sidewalk, weary from marching and shout-
ing themselves hoarse. He kept asking too 
many questions, “Hey, what are you guys 
doing out here? Where you from? Do you 
know what the fucking plan is?”

Newsome spoke out, letting their tor-
mentor have it, just in case he happened to 
be “Minneapolice” or “FBeye.” “Don’t no-
body know what the fucking plan is!” he 
sneered. 

CityState

Hawk Newsome: “Don’t you understand why we out here 
�ighting? Don’t you know what this is about?”
Portrait by Randall Slavin.

The man kept on babbling, digging for 
the answers: “What you guys doing down 
here?” Again, Newsome bristled. “Nobody 
knows what the fucking plan is! It’s the will 
of the people. We down here to support the 
people. Who wanna march, then we march 
with the people.” To dispel any lingering 
doubt that he’d blown the cover of an agent 
provocateur, Newsome turned to his follow-
ers and declared, “We gotta get the fuck 
outta here!”

What really landed Newsome behind 
bars back in his hometown of New York 
seven months later was the police expecta-
tion of a throwdown in defense of social and 
racial equality going terribly awry (we will 
come back to this in detail later.) But the 
crushing denouement of the would-be 
clash with the far right may have a lot to do 
with who this native son is, and what one 
federal court judge referred to as the “un-
lawful surveillance of African American 
groups” and leaders “solely based upon … 
race, social and or political positions.”

Newsome would be equally, if more in-
tensely, scrutinized if he crossed the line 
into New York’s suburban Rockland 
County. Almost all of the admitted spying 
on Black Lives Matter and other move-
ments for social justice in the upstate 
county, where a little-known challenge to 
their First Amendment right to free speech 
was fiercely litigated, has been accom-
plished via outlaw enforcement of so-called 
“intelligence-led policing.” The social and 
political ramifications of this blunt force in-
strument of suppression would extend far 
beyond Rockland County, as law-enforce-
ment authorities and law-and-order hawks 
sought the upper hand in their war of attri-
tion against the Black Lives Matter move-
ment.

As early as 2013, as the Black Lives Mat-
ter movement burgeoned in response to 
the murder of Trayvon Martin, in Florida, 
law-enforcement officials in Rockland 
County, under the guise of wanting to com-
bat “criminal activity” with a bigger stick, 
entered into a security pact between the 
county and the town of Clarkstown, one of 
its five municipalities. That scheme, for 
want of a better description, would come to 
be known as the Rockland County Intelli-
gence Led Policing and Prosecution Center  , 
Special Investigations Unit (SIU). It was 
flawed from the beginning. 

At best, the SIU’s attempt to “monitor, 
collect and share data” about criminals op-
erated more like a fishing expedition. At 
worst, it included surveillance of the Rock-
land County chapter of Black Lives Matter, 
and attempts to ensnare them. The SIU had 
also trained its focus on other Black activist 
groups, which at the time were warning that 
systemic police violence was endangering 
the lives of Black men and boys.

According to court documents, in July 
2015, the SIU “learned of the existence of  
‘WE THE PEOPLE,’ an African American 
community group in Rockland County with 
no criminal records or history of violence.” 
As part of its mission to awaken consciences 
around the topic of racially motivated police 
shootings of Black people, We the People 
planned to stage a play entitled A Clean 

Shoot? The court documents went on to 
note: “Advertisements for the play featured 
an image of a police car with a ‘white sub-
ject pointing a handgun out of the vehicle 
window.’ ”

Barely a month later, according to the 
same documents, the SIU “conducted an 
electronic investigation” of We the People. 
Again, despite not finding one iota of in-
criminating evidence that “any of the mem-
bers of WE THE PEOPLE were engaged in 
or were reasonably suspected to engage in 
criminal activity,” the SIU generated a re-
port rife with innuendo. By November 2015, 
according to the SIU and Rockland County 
DA reports, the unit had “conducted elec-
tronic surveillance on two Black Lives Mat-
ter Movement members [but] found no 
criminal misconduct or threat of criminal 
conduct from Black Lives Matter or those 
two individuals.” Despite concluding that 
there wasn’t “any justifiable basis” for spy-

ing on the group and its members, the SIU 
ramped up “electronic surveillance” on six 
other BLMers—and again it came up empty.

But concern that the unit might be going 
rogue raised more than a few eyebrows of 
those who had been peering into its activi-
ties. “I mentioned before, you really should 
not have Black Lives Matter listed as a target 
for surveillance,” the Rockland County DA’s 
office chafed in an email to SIU director Ste-
phen Cole-Hatchard. The SIU, presumably, 
had by then taken on the starkness of a 
SEAL Team and become a law unto itself. 
During a Black Lives Matter rally, in July 
2016, activists “observed snipers from the 
Clarkstown police department on a nearby 
roof.” Vanessa Green, a Black Lives Matter 

member, said that during a speech deliv-
ered by Dr. Weldon McWilliams IV, a 
preacher and founding member of the 
Black Lives Matter Lower Hudson Valley 
Chapter, she “saw a red sniper rifle dot ap-
pear on” him.

In a federal lawsuit it filed against the 
town of Clarkstown, the Black Lives Matter 
group maintained that their activities were 
based entirely on a “call for justice” and ra-
cial equality and “that the killing of un-
armed people of color by law enforcement 
must stop.” In a mixed ruling in 2018, 
Judge Nelson S. Román, for the Southern 
District of New York, agreed with the activ-
ists that they had the “right to be free from 
retaliatory surveillance and intimidation” 
and that the surveillance “resulted in the 
chilling” of their expression of free speech 
as protected by the First Amendment. 
Judge Román opined that the BLMers’ 
“pursuit falls squarely within matters of 

public concern, particularly at a time when 
awareness of violence between law en-
forcement and unarmed people of color is 
rapidly increasing.”

However, he also ruled that SIU director 
Cole-Hatchard and another town official 
were entitled to “qualified immunity,” 
meaning (in this interpretation of the trend-
ing hot-button issue in American policing) 
they were “not personally involved” in the 
SIU’s  “illegal actions.”

With protests erupting daily through-
out the nation and the world over the po-
lice murders of George Floyd, Breonna 
Taylor, Daunte Wright, Tamir Rice, and 
other unarmed Blacks, targeted surveil-

lance allegedly led to a further uptick in so-
called false flag attacks being carried out 
against the myriad movements for Black 
lives and legacy civil rights organizations. 
Rogue law-enforcement officials and their 
far right compatriots have sought to ham-
string some of Black America’s most out-
spoken political leaders and anti-racism 
activists through trumped-up arrests, mali-
cious prosecution, and frivolous lawsuits. 

Local and federal law-enforcement 
agencies operating under the aegis of the 
Joint Terrorism Task Force, which may have 
been involved in knocking Hawk Newsome 
off his bully pulpit, have been following all 
too familiar tactics drawn from the play-
book of COINTELPRO—the FBI’s dark and 
dreadful Counter Intelligence Program, 
which infiltrated, discredited, and encour-
aged the assassination of leaders of the civil 
rights and Black Power movements in the 
1960s and ’70s. That COINTELPRO now 

rears its ugly head, disguised as intelli-
gence-led policing, may augur ill for the 
Black Lives Matter movement, and should 
come as no surprise.

“It continues today,” the veteran radical 
lawyer Lennox S. Hinds tells the Voice. 
“Nothing has changed in terms of the ap-
proach that law enforcement has taken,” 
adds Hinds, who defended the Black com-
munist Angela Davis, Black Liberation 
Army fugitive Assata Shakur, and, later, 
wrote the prescient Illusions of Justice: Hu-
man Rights Violations in the United States. 
“There is still a coalition between federal 
and local law enforcement in the sense that 
the local police forces have an intelligence 
unit, which is linked with the FBI. And who 

Linda Cherry “It’s the will of the people.” 
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WE ARE NOT YOUR 
TERRORISTS
The war of attrition “intelligence-led policing” is waging 
against Black Lives Matter
By Peter Noel

I
t is the politically white-hot evening 
of November 1 last year—on the eve of 
one of the most consequential presiden-
tial elections in U.S. history. A burly, 
dressed-downed figure is storming to-

ward a row of overflow holding pens in a 
precinct station house, in Manhattan’s 
Chelsea district, while tauntingly shouting 
out the name “Hawk Newsome!” over a din 
of plaintiff chatter.

The stranger seeks to suss out Walter 

“Hawk” Newsome, cofounder of the 
Greater New York Chapter of Black Lives 
Matter, who has already endured nearly five 
grueling hours of isolation. That seemed to 
him to be punishment inflicted before being 
brought to trial. Along with scores of antira-
cism demonstrators protesting the bald-
faced trespasses of the MAGA far right in 
their city that Sunday, Newsome had been 
summarily snatched off the streets, suppos-
edly by the Joint Terrorism Task Force, and 

rendered to this cold and drafty lockdown.
A self-described “officially recognized” 

New York Police Department “community 
liaison”—not authorized to speak about 
counterintelligence operations they’ve 
“heard others being briefed on”—told the 
Voice on condition of anonymity that the ac-
tivist is among “the highest-profile black 
militants” most likely to be under surveil-
lance at any given time. He can’t be left 
alone, the watchdog claims, “because of the 
charismatic role he continues to play” in the 
urban theatre of Black identity and anti-po-
lice-brutality accountability politics.

“I’m paranoid, brother,” says the 
44-year-old Newsome as he sits down to 
Halal food in the Bronx 10 months later. He 
hastens to bring up an incident in which an 
overwhelming presence of  “human eye-
balls” tracked his movements the day he 
marched with 20,000 souls in Times 
Square to deliver a legislative action plan 
called “Black Opportunities.” His observ-
ers, according to Newsome, wore buttoned-
up polo shirts with a distinctive American 
eagle insignia, and dark slacks. “I noticed 
these guys in these weird shirts standing 
next to my fucking car and I was like, 
‘Damn, is this the Feds? This ain’t NYPD.’ ” 

During another march, he encountered the 
same crew and took photos of their attire. 
“We got the shirts, and it was NYPD coun-
terintelligence,” he says. “It was counterter-
rorism.”

But nowhere did this paranoia kick in 
more fiercely than in Minneapolis, Minne-
sota, where George Floyd, trapped under 
the knee of police officer Derek Chauvin, 
had begged futilely for his life. Dogged by 
grief, Newsome led a delegation of BLMers 
to the site where Floyd’s knell of death—“I 
can’t breathe!”—became the anthem of a 
new generation of civil rights warriors.

And there, Newsome recalls, the spies, 
the enemies of Black lives, followed them. 
As he tells it, a young white man, who’d 
been tailing the group for several blocks, 
pounced on them as they sprawled out on a 
sidewalk, weary from marching and shout-
ing themselves hoarse. He kept asking too 
many questions, “Hey, what are you guys 
doing out here? Where you from? Do you 
know what the fucking plan is?”

Newsome spoke out, letting their tor-
mentor have it, just in case he happened to 
be “Minneapolice” or “FBeye.” “Don’t no-
body know what the fucking plan is!” he 
sneered. 

CityState

Hawk Newsome: “Don’t you understand why we out here 
�ighting? Don’t you know what this is about?”
Portrait by Randall Slavin.

The man kept on babbling, digging for 
the answers: “What you guys doing down 
here?” Again, Newsome bristled. “Nobody 
knows what the fucking plan is! It’s the will 
of the people. We down here to support the 
people. Who wanna march, then we march 
with the people.” To dispel any lingering 
doubt that he’d blown the cover of an agent 
provocateur, Newsome turned to his follow-
ers and declared, “We gotta get the fuck 
outta here!”

What really landed Newsome behind 
bars back in his hometown of New York 
seven months later was the police expecta-
tion of a throwdown in defense of social and 
racial equality going terribly awry (we will 
come back to this in detail later.) But the 
crushing denouement of the would-be 
clash with the far right may have a lot to do 
with who this native son is, and what one 
federal court judge referred to as the “un-
lawful surveillance of African American 
groups” and leaders “solely based upon … 
race, social and or political positions.”

Newsome would be equally, if more in-
tensely, scrutinized if he crossed the line 
into New York’s suburban Rockland 
County. Almost all of the admitted spying 
on Black Lives Matter and other move-
ments for social justice in the upstate 
county, where a little-known challenge to 
their First Amendment right to free speech 
was fiercely litigated, has been accom-
plished via outlaw enforcement of so-called 
“intelligence-led policing.” The social and 
political ramifications of this blunt force in-
strument of suppression would extend far 
beyond Rockland County, as law-enforce-
ment authorities and law-and-order hawks 
sought the upper hand in their war of attri-
tion against the Black Lives Matter move-
ment.

As early as 2013, as the Black Lives Mat-
ter movement burgeoned in response to 
the murder of Trayvon Martin, in Florida, 
law-enforcement officials in Rockland 
County, under the guise of wanting to com-
bat “criminal activity” with a bigger stick, 
entered into a security pact between the 
county and the town of Clarkstown, one of 
its five municipalities. That scheme, for 
want of a better description, would come to 
be known as the Rockland County Intelli-
gence Led Policing and Prosecution Center  , 
Special Investigations Unit (SIU). It was 
flawed from the beginning. 

At best, the SIU’s attempt to “monitor, 
collect and share data” about criminals op-
erated more like a fishing expedition. At 
worst, it included surveillance of the Rock-
land County chapter of Black Lives Matter, 
and attempts to ensnare them. The SIU had 
also trained its focus on other Black activist 
groups, which at the time were warning that 
systemic police violence was endangering 
the lives of Black men and boys.

According to court documents, in July 
2015, the SIU “learned of the existence of  
‘WE THE PEOPLE,’ an African American 
community group in Rockland County with 
no criminal records or history of violence.” 
As part of its mission to awaken consciences 
around the topic of racially motivated police 
shootings of Black people, We the People 
planned to stage a play entitled A Clean 

Shoot? The court documents went on to 
note: “Advertisements for the play featured 
an image of a police car with a ‘white sub-
ject pointing a handgun out of the vehicle 
window.’ ”

Barely a month later, according to the 
same documents, the SIU “conducted an 
electronic investigation” of We the People. 
Again, despite not finding one iota of in-
criminating evidence that “any of the mem-
bers of WE THE PEOPLE were engaged in 
or were reasonably suspected to engage in 
criminal activity,” the SIU generated a re-
port rife with innuendo. By November 2015, 
according to the SIU and Rockland County 
DA reports, the unit had “conducted elec-
tronic surveillance on two Black Lives Mat-
ter Movement members [but] found no 
criminal misconduct or threat of criminal 
conduct from Black Lives Matter or those 
two individuals.” Despite concluding that 
there wasn’t “any justifiable basis” for spy-

ing on the group and its members, the SIU 
ramped up “electronic surveillance” on six 
other BLMers—and again it came up empty.

But concern that the unit might be going 
rogue raised more than a few eyebrows of 
those who had been peering into its activi-
ties. “I mentioned before, you really should 
not have Black Lives Matter listed as a target 
for surveillance,” the Rockland County DA’s 
office chafed in an email to SIU director Ste-
phen Cole-Hatchard. The SIU, presumably, 
had by then taken on the starkness of a 
SEAL Team and become a law unto itself. 
During a Black Lives Matter rally, in July 
2016, activists “observed snipers from the 
Clarkstown police department on a nearby 
roof.” Vanessa Green, a Black Lives Matter 

member, said that during a speech deliv-
ered by Dr. Weldon McWilliams IV, a 
preacher and founding member of the 
Black Lives Matter Lower Hudson Valley 
Chapter, she “saw a red sniper rifle dot ap-
pear on” him.

In a federal lawsuit it filed against the 
town of Clarkstown, the Black Lives Matter 
group maintained that their activities were 
based entirely on a “call for justice” and ra-
cial equality and “that the killing of un-
armed people of color by law enforcement 
must stop.” In a mixed ruling in 2018, 
Judge Nelson S. Román, for the Southern 
District of New York, agreed with the activ-
ists that they had the “right to be free from 
retaliatory surveillance and intimidation” 
and that the surveillance “resulted in the 
chilling” of their expression of free speech 
as protected by the First Amendment. 
Judge Román opined that the BLMers’ 
“pursuit falls squarely within matters of 

public concern, particularly at a time when 
awareness of violence between law en-
forcement and unarmed people of color is 
rapidly increasing.”

However, he also ruled that SIU director 
Cole-Hatchard and another town official 
were entitled to “qualified immunity,” 
meaning (in this interpretation of the trend-
ing hot-button issue in American policing) 
they were “not personally involved” in the 
SIU’s  “illegal actions.”

With protests erupting daily through-
out the nation and the world over the po-
lice murders of George Floyd, Breonna 
Taylor, Daunte Wright, Tamir Rice, and 
other unarmed Blacks, targeted surveil-

lance allegedly led to a further uptick in so-
called false flag attacks being carried out 
against the myriad movements for Black 
lives and legacy civil rights organizations. 
Rogue law-enforcement officials and their 
far right compatriots have sought to ham-
string some of Black America’s most out-
spoken political leaders and anti-racism 
activists through trumped-up arrests, mali-
cious prosecution, and frivolous lawsuits. 

Local and federal law-enforcement 
agencies operating under the aegis of the 
Joint Terrorism Task Force, which may have 
been involved in knocking Hawk Newsome 
off his bully pulpit, have been following all 
too familiar tactics drawn from the play-
book of COINTELPRO—the FBI’s dark and 
dreadful Counter Intelligence Program, 
which infiltrated, discredited, and encour-
aged the assassination of leaders of the civil 
rights and Black Power movements in the 
1960s and ’70s. That COINTELPRO now 

rears its ugly head, disguised as intelli-
gence-led policing, may augur ill for the 
Black Lives Matter movement, and should 
come as no surprise.

“It continues today,” the veteran radical 
lawyer Lennox S. Hinds tells the Voice. 
“Nothing has changed in terms of the ap-
proach that law enforcement has taken,” 
adds Hinds, who defended the Black com-
munist Angela Davis, Black Liberation 
Army fugitive Assata Shakur, and, later, 
wrote the prescient Illusions of Justice: Hu-
man Rights Violations in the United States. 
“There is still a coalition between federal 
and local law enforcement in the sense that 
the local police forces have an intelligence 
unit, which is linked with the FBI. And who 

Linda Cherry “It’s the will of the people.” 
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16 they are targeting are the modern or con-
temporary individuals and groups they 
identify as domestic security risks.”

Law for Black Lives, a relatively new or-
ganization of radical lawyers advocating for 
social change, is one such group that at-
tracted the attention of the federal govern-
ment. The FBI launched an investigation of 
Law for Black Lives, alleging that it is part of 
a domestic terrorist network. According to 
one account, unpacked by Hinds and 
shared for the first time with the Voice, the 
probe had been kept under the radar until 
the FBI notified Law for Black Lives that it 
was the target of surveillance.

“I was contacted to provide some legal 
representation because the founders of Law 
for Black Lives were contacted by the FBI,” 
affirms Hinds, himself a founder of the Na-
tional Conference of Black Lawyers 
(NCBL), the 53-year-old, once-feared bul-
wark against FBI overreach. (The group had 
been on hiatus for the past 15 years, but in 
the wake of the creation of Law for Black 
Lives, which had stepped in to fill the void 
left by its predecessor, it is staging a come-
back within the younger, more alacritous 
movements for Black lives.) 

Law for Black Lives itself is an offshoot of 
the Black Lives Matter movement. “When 
that movement emerged, the intelligence 
unit of the FBI and local law enforcement 
began targeting them identical to COIN-
TELPRO,” Hinds claims. “They were trying 
to find out who these people were, who 
came up with this slogan and this organiza-
tion. What is their background? Who 
they’re linked with, etc.” The aim of the FBI, 
Hinds alleges, is to undermine the core mis-
sion and purpose of groups like Law for 
Black Lives.

“There will be demonstrations out there 
and demonstrators are going to be arrested,” 
Hinds offers. “They’re going to need bail, 
they’re going to need people to represent 
them in court, because when people demon-
strate, try to exercise their First Amendment 
rights, they end up being criminalized. Po-
lice beat them up and charge them with as-
sault. So, you will need this new generation 
of radical lawyers to defend them.”

Seething with outrage fueled by unprec-
edented public mourning over George 
Floyd’s gruesome murder, Hawk New-
some’s BLMers had signaled a more hard-
line stance against a heap of MAGATS 
(Make America Great Again Trump Syco-
phants) who had descended on a still-
COVID-ravaged New York City that Sunday 
before the presidential elections.

The threat alone of direct action would 
not have sufficed to rout the MAGATS back 
to their malodorous swamp: Because, as 
Newsome puts it, “If you don’t meet these 
white supremacists head on they grow in 
power.” Etched in Newsome’s psyche is the 
“Unite the Right” rally stomping, with mur-
derous consequences, through Charlottes-
ville, Virginia. A prevaricating President 
Donald Trump had given free rein to what 
the journactivist and professor Jason John-
son calls “the Ku Klux and its Klan.” With 
Trump’s tacit agreement, the KKK openly 
recruited diehard nativists to embolden its 
resurgence under the MAGA leader’s watch.

“So, we’re not having it, right?” recalls 
Newsome that recent afternoon in the Bronx, 
as the Voice jogged his memory about the day 
the MAGATS came to town, and how it was 
he, not they, who got thrown in jail. “We got 
down there [only to realize] it was the police 
turning on us, trying to stop us from walking 
down certain streets, trying to disband what 
we were putting together instead of focusing 
on these Trump supporters.”

Inside the precinct, Newsome was iso-
lated from the rest of the detainees in a cell 
down the hall. So, hearing his name being 
bandied about the joint unnerved the para-
noid brother. It had echoed from what 
turned out to be the jolting megaphone 
voice of a white detective. Newsome in-
stantly disliked the man’s persona. This 
wasn’t your typical “po-po”: In Newsome’s 
mind, the guy was a ranking Five-O, a sinis-
ter face of NYPD intelligence. 

“Hawk Newsome!” The prisoner’s name 
rang out once more, with that type of I’m-
coming-for-you resonance one would ex-
pect from criminal-underworld woofin’. 
“He seemed like a very arrogant white man 
who didn’t give a damn about me,” New-
some recalls thinking at the time. After the 
cop confirmed Newsome’s suspicion that 
he was indeed from NYPD intelligence, 
Newsome lashed out. “Don’t you have any 
white supremacists to investigate? Because 

according to the FBI, they’re the biggest ter-
rorist threat in the country.”

The cop seemed nonplussed by the ques-
tion, the way Newsome tells it, treating it 
more like a flippant joke. “Well, I was out, 
hanging out in Long Island with my son, 
and they called me and told me I had to in-
vestigate you,” the cop reportedly retorted. 
“So, I need to know what’s going on with 
you and Black Lives Matter.” Newsome was 
so energized by the banter that he was 
oblivious to the hushed silence at the time: 
Everyone, it seemed, was eavesdropping. 
But that lull gave him time to reload on the 
fly a rapid fire of full-throated zingers for 
the man he now calls “a racist white boy.” 
(Newsome wanted to make clear why he 
had used the belittling pejorative so can-
didly, in his talk with the Voice.)

“I was like, ‘Don’t you understand why 
we out here fighting? Don’t you know what 
this is about?’ And he looked me square in 
my eye and said, ‘To me, all lives matter.’ 
Now, this is not something that average 
white people say. This is something that racist 
white people say. This is something that Repub-
licans say…. When somebody looks you in 
your face and says, ‘All lives matter,’ that 
means they’re against you and everything 
you stand for. And what’s crazy is … what’s 
concerning is, this is the NYPD counterter-
rorism unit. This is a small department with 
a lot of power that they use not for terrorists, 
but for protesters. So it’s amazing how they 
classify us who are fighting for civil rights. 
They classify us as terrorists.”

Next, the investigator teasingly 
broached the topic of comedian and rapper 
Nick Cannon’s close ties with Newsome’s 
chapter of Black Lives Matter. Cannon has 
been one of the group’s most gracious 
benefactors, promoting and funding its 
causes and direct-action protests through-
out the country. “So, you and Nick Cannon 
are building your own police force, and you 
want to replace all white cops?” asked the 
officer, gnawing at the raw red meat 
MAGATS relish. It was a mocking refer-
ence to published remarks Newsome says 
were taken out of context. “No!” he told his 
inquisitor. “Actually, what I said was, 
‘We’re  going to defend our communities at 
all costs.’ That’s what I said.”

Now, it’s “the white boy” playing the race 
card: “You and Nick Cannon, you’re going 
to kick all the white police out of your com-
munities?”

“Did you read the article?” Newsome 
asked him, growing resentful of the bad Ab-
bott and Costello routine that seemed to be 
drowning out matters of real life and death. 
“Did you actually read the article and listen 
to the interview, so you can know exactly 
what we’re doing? And he said, ‘No, I don’t 
get into all of that.’ He didn’t do his research 
and he didn’t care. Either that or he was just 
trying to get me excited to get [an action-
able] response out of me.”

Then Newsome “flipped it back on 
him”—that false concern the cop had ex-
pressed over the exclusion of whites and 
white cops in particular from the possibly 
all-new, totally Black-run neighborhoods: 
“You should be more worried about white 
supremacists than about us because they’re 
the ones responsible for the most bloodshed 
in this country, for centuries of bloodshed in 
this country.” So, no, he’s not building racist 
outposts, Newsome emphasized to the cop. 
What he wants is that DMX moment of 
temporary sanity before he totally loses his 
mind “up in here.” What he wants, to put it 
explicitly, is to “get the fuck outta here!”

Not giving up, Newsome continued to 
lay out to his interrogator what he believes 
is the NYPD’s hidden motive behind its 
stepped-up campaign of illegal surveil-
lance of the Black Lives Matter movement. 
“So, this is what y’all do, right? This is what 
NYPD counterterrorism does. They follow 
people around who are fighting for rights 
for Black people—people who feed our 
communities, people who open schools in 
their communities. You’re fighting against 
us who are really doing good. Y’all are 
fucking jokes.”

After that, the cop who’d reluctantly 
taken on the impossible assignment of flip-
ping Hawk Newsome left without so much 
as a goodbye. “In all honesty, I got the 
sense that he had the feeling I wasn’t going 
to say anything to him, but he had to come 
and see me as a formality. You know what I 
mean?”

This whole experience of agitating 
against police brutality while having to 
watch one’s back from all fronts has given 
Newsome a  thicker skin, which he says dou-
bles as psychological armor for this paranoia 
triggered by injustice. “We are the only 
group that I know of who didn’t grow during 
George Floyd,” he says. “We didn’t want any 
new members. We actually cut. We lost 
members. We were very paranoid…. Our 
[leadership] circle is very, very, very small—
just in case they trying to infiltrate.”

Linda Cherry BLM members delivering food in the Bronx during the COVID-19 lockdown.

“You should be 
more worried 
about white 
supremacists than 
about us because 
they’re the ones 
responsible for the 
most bloodshed 
in this country, 
for centuries of 
bloodshed in this 
country.”
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17they are targeting are the modern or con-
temporary individuals and groups they 
identify as domestic security risks.”

Law for Black Lives, a relatively new or-
ganization of radical lawyers advocating for 
social change, is one such group that at-
tracted the attention of the federal govern-
ment. The FBI launched an investigation of 
Law for Black Lives, alleging that it is part of 
a domestic terrorist network. According to 
one account, unpacked by Hinds and 
shared for the first time with the Voice, the 
probe had been kept under the radar until 
the FBI notified Law for Black Lives that it 
was the target of surveillance.

“I was contacted to provide some legal 
representation because the founders of Law 
for Black Lives were contacted by the FBI,” 
affirms Hinds, himself a founder of the Na-
tional Conference of Black Lawyers 
(NCBL), the 53-year-old, once-feared bul-
wark against FBI overreach. (The group had 
been on hiatus for the past 15 years, but in 
the wake of the creation of Law for Black 
Lives, which had stepped in to fill the void 
left by its predecessor, it is staging a come-
back within the younger, more alacritous 
movements for Black lives.) 

Law for Black Lives itself is an offshoot of 
the Black Lives Matter movement. “When 
that movement emerged, the intelligence 
unit of the FBI and local law enforcement 
began targeting them identical to COIN-
TELPRO,” Hinds claims. “They were trying 
to find out who these people were, who 
came up with this slogan and this organiza-
tion. What is their background? Who 
they’re linked with, etc.” The aim of the FBI, 
Hinds alleges, is to undermine the core mis-
sion and purpose of groups like Law for 
Black Lives.

“There will be demonstrations out there 
and demonstrators are going to be arrested,” 
Hinds offers. “They’re going to need bail, 
they’re going to need people to represent 
them in court, because when people demon-
strate, try to exercise their First Amendment 
rights, they end up being criminalized. Po-
lice beat them up and charge them with as-
sault. So, you will need this new generation 
of radical lawyers to defend them.”

Seething with outrage fueled by unprec-
edented public mourning over George 
Floyd’s gruesome murder, Hawk New-
some’s BLMers had signaled a more hard-
line stance against a heap of MAGATS 
(Make America Great Again Trump Syco-
phants) who had descended on a still-
COVID-ravaged New York City that Sunday 
before the presidential elections.

The threat alone of direct action would 
not have sufficed to rout the MAGATS back 
to their malodorous swamp: Because, as 
Newsome puts it, “If you don’t meet these 
white supremacists head on they grow in 
power.” Etched in Newsome’s psyche is the 
“Unite the Right” rally stomping, with mur-
derous consequences, through Charlottes-
ville, Virginia. A prevaricating President 
Donald Trump had given free rein to what 
the journactivist and professor Jason John-
son calls “the Ku Klux and its Klan.” With 
Trump’s tacit agreement, the KKK openly 
recruited diehard nativists to embolden its 
resurgence under the MAGA leader’s watch.

“So, we’re not having it, right?” recalls 
Newsome that recent afternoon in the Bronx, 
as the Voice jogged his memory about the day 
the MAGATS came to town, and how it was 
he, not they, who got thrown in jail. “We got 
down there [only to realize] it was the police 
turning on us, trying to stop us from walking 
down certain streets, trying to disband what 
we were putting together instead of focusing 
on these Trump supporters.”

Inside the precinct, Newsome was iso-
lated from the rest of the detainees in a cell 
down the hall. So, hearing his name being 
bandied about the joint unnerved the para-
noid brother. It had echoed from what 
turned out to be the jolting megaphone 
voice of a white detective. Newsome in-
stantly disliked the man’s persona. This 
wasn’t your typical “po-po”: In Newsome’s 
mind, the guy was a ranking Five-O, a sinis-
ter face of NYPD intelligence. 

“Hawk Newsome!” The prisoner’s name 
rang out once more, with that type of I’m-
coming-for-you resonance one would ex-
pect from criminal-underworld woofin’. 
“He seemed like a very arrogant white man 
who didn’t give a damn about me,” New-
some recalls thinking at the time. After the 
cop confirmed Newsome’s suspicion that 
he was indeed from NYPD intelligence, 
Newsome lashed out. “Don’t you have any 
white supremacists to investigate? Because 

according to the FBI, they’re the biggest ter-
rorist threat in the country.”

The cop seemed nonplussed by the ques-
tion, the way Newsome tells it, treating it 
more like a flippant joke. “Well, I was out, 
hanging out in Long Island with my son, 
and they called me and told me I had to in-
vestigate you,” the cop reportedly retorted. 
“So, I need to know what’s going on with 
you and Black Lives Matter.” Newsome was 
so energized by the banter that he was 
oblivious to the hushed silence at the time: 
Everyone, it seemed, was eavesdropping. 
But that lull gave him time to reload on the 
fly a rapid fire of full-throated zingers for 
the man he now calls “a racist white boy.” 
(Newsome wanted to make clear why he 
had used the belittling pejorative so can-
didly, in his talk with the Voice.)

“I was like, ‘Don’t you understand why 
we out here fighting? Don’t you know what 
this is about?’ And he looked me square in 
my eye and said, ‘To me, all lives matter.’ 
Now, this is not something that average 
white people say. This is something that racist 
white people say. This is something that Repub-
licans say…. When somebody looks you in 
your face and says, ‘All lives matter,’ that 
means they’re against you and everything 
you stand for. And what’s crazy is … what’s 
concerning is, this is the NYPD counterter-
rorism unit. This is a small department with 
a lot of power that they use not for terrorists, 
but for protesters. So it’s amazing how they 
classify us who are fighting for civil rights. 
They classify us as terrorists.”

Next, the investigator teasingly 
broached the topic of comedian and rapper 
Nick Cannon’s close ties with Newsome’s 
chapter of Black Lives Matter. Cannon has 
been one of the group’s most gracious 
benefactors, promoting and funding its 
causes and direct-action protests through-
out the country. “So, you and Nick Cannon 
are building your own police force, and you 
want to replace all white cops?” asked the 
officer, gnawing at the raw red meat 
MAGATS relish. It was a mocking refer-
ence to published remarks Newsome says 
were taken out of context. “No!” he told his 
inquisitor. “Actually, what I said was, 
‘We’re  going to defend our communities at 
all costs.’ That’s what I said.”

Now, it’s “the white boy” playing the race 
card: “You and Nick Cannon, you’re going 
to kick all the white police out of your com-
munities?”

“Did you read the article?” Newsome 
asked him, growing resentful of the bad Ab-
bott and Costello routine that seemed to be 
drowning out matters of real life and death. 
“Did you actually read the article and listen 
to the interview, so you can know exactly 
what we’re doing? And he said, ‘No, I don’t 
get into all of that.’ He didn’t do his research 
and he didn’t care. Either that or he was just 
trying to get me excited to get [an action-
able] response out of me.”

Then Newsome “flipped it back on 
him”—that false concern the cop had ex-
pressed over the exclusion of whites and 
white cops in particular from the possibly 
all-new, totally Black-run neighborhoods: 
“You should be more worried about white 
supremacists than about us because they’re 
the ones responsible for the most bloodshed 
in this country, for centuries of bloodshed in 
this country.” So, no, he’s not building racist 
outposts, Newsome emphasized to the cop. 
What he wants is that DMX moment of 
temporary sanity before he totally loses his 
mind “up in here.” What he wants, to put it 
explicitly, is to “get the fuck outta here!”

Not giving up, Newsome continued to 
lay out to his interrogator what he believes 
is the NYPD’s hidden motive behind its 
stepped-up campaign of illegal surveil-
lance of the Black Lives Matter movement. 
“So, this is what y’all do, right? This is what 
NYPD counterterrorism does. They follow 
people around who are fighting for rights 
for Black people—people who feed our 
communities, people who open schools in 
their communities. You’re fighting against 
us who are really doing good. Y’all are 
fucking jokes.”

After that, the cop who’d reluctantly 
taken on the impossible assignment of flip-
ping Hawk Newsome left without so much 
as a goodbye. “In all honesty, I got the 
sense that he had the feeling I wasn’t going 
to say anything to him, but he had to come 
and see me as a formality. You know what I 
mean?”

This whole experience of agitating 
against police brutality while having to 
watch one’s back from all fronts has given 
Newsome a  thicker skin, which he says dou-
bles as psychological armor for this paranoia 
triggered by injustice. “We are the only 
group that I know of who didn’t grow during 
George Floyd,” he says. “We didn’t want any 
new members. We actually cut. We lost 
members. We were very paranoid…. Our 
[leadership] circle is very, very, very small—
just in case they trying to infiltrate.”

Linda Cherry BLM members delivering food in the Bronx during the COVID-19 lockdown.
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“THE VOICE OVER ARTIST 
CAREER PIVOT” 
By Keith Brunson

I
n the spring of 2020, Andy Pearson, an 
employee benefits specialist, found his 
world come to a STOP. The pandemic 
had arrived, and now, without notice, 
seeing clients was no longer possible. “It 

wiped me out,” says Andy. “Companies 
stopped doing business,” he adds, “all of 
them.” So, it was in that moment of truth 
that Andy changed his mind on his career. 
He pivoted to what his natural gift always 
was, his voice. 

Pearson was a person who had inherited 
the birthright of his father. Andy had a 
beautiful voice and an exceptional appear-
ance. And he’d used that voice “since high 
school in the 1970s.” This led to a career in 
television, where he anchored and reported 
the news on television from 1984 to 2007. 
He worked in Little Rock, Arkansas, Mobile, 
Alabama, Pittsburg, Pennsylvania, and 
Nashville, Tennessee. So as destiny would 
have it, Andy, at 60 years old, decided to go 
back to where his destiny re-sent him. The 
use of his voice. “I had no idea what to do, 
and then the phone rang, and it was The Ea-
ton Corporation with a voice project,” he 
comments. “I auditioned, and they hired 
me immediately for the voice of their corpo-

rate video.” Andy performs as a one-man 
show from home in Little Rock, Arkansas. 
(andypearsonvoice.com)

Andy operates effectively in the voice 
genre of foreign accents and for corpora-
tions that need a distinct impressive sound, 
and he could deliver that. “The voice is nice 
and round,” he comments. This translates 
to that beautiful speaking voice we all enjoy 

listening to, but few of us sound like. Andy 
adds, “The pandemic made me think about 
what to do next,” so, “Thank God for my 
voice.” 

The same thing was happening all over 
the country. People who were required to 
build their business by in-person visits 
were unable to perform. But one profession 
defied the virus: The voice talent business. 
And unlike other professions, there is no 
supervisor or boss, just you and your voice. 
And now it’s enjoying a re-birth in this new 
digital age. 

Enter Steve Tardio. His career pivot oc-
curred just like Andy Pearson’s. He worked 

in network television as a promotions pro-
ducer for The Food Network and The USA 
Network from the 1990s until 2005. “But 
something happened,” says Steve, and “it 
became apparent that I had to leave.” So, by 
listening to his inner voice, Steve, a 54-year-
old widower from Cranton, New Jersey, be-
came a voice talent. He dedicated his life to 
it. 

He specializes in a certain type of sound 

that’s hard to articulate. “The older I get, 
the younger I sound.” And I agree. Doing 
this interview, Mr. Tardio sounded young. 
Very young. Words cannot describe his gift. 
But let’s remember, he is over five decades 
old, but his vocal cords do not know. His 
sound does offer a wonderful spirit to the 
language he speaks and the way he talks. 
(Stevetardio.com)

There are some people who pinpoint 
their profession early on. Victoria Mussalli 
had it nailed from childhood. “I always 
knew what I wanted to do,” she says. “But 
my pivot came when I adjusted from acting 
on stage to acting with a microphone.” And 
that’s where The Voice Shop and Mike 
George stepped in. George is a voice in-
structor at The Voice Shop. (voiceshop-
coaching.com) Victoria is a graduate from 
the school and was personally mentored by 
voice coach Mike George. “He’s amazing 
and has a genuine joy in his job and offers 
the right advise,” comments Victoria. “And 
may I add, he is not stingy with the how to 
get where you want to go,” she said. “He 
creates the introduction to voice over agen-
cies and producers for voice work,” she tells 
me. “What college offers that?” 

Victoria has a special interest in voice-
character work – animation, cartoons – and 
“loves the character voice work which is of-
fered as an audition.” And just like every-
one, “I was unaffected by the pandemic; 
they wanted my voice, not my presence.” 
And, because she has no accent, Victoria 
can work in any region “that needs a natu-
ral, warm and friendly voice.” In technical 
terms, Victoria has no accent, although 
she’s from Brooklyn, New York. Speech pa-
thologists refer to it as the general Ameri-
can dialect. Wikipedia terms the speech 
pattern as an accent encompassing a con-
tinuum of accents rather than a single uni-
fied accent. (victoriamussalli.com)

And that’s where The Voice Shop enters 
the picture. It’s a school for voice artists. 
The curriculum is multi-fold, with voice 
classes that range in all types of voice artist 
instruction. Steve Tardio would know. He’s 
now a voiceover coach at the school. “I can 
honestly say it was the pivoting point in my 
career,” says Mike. “I really did reinvent my 
life by using my voice.” 

Teaching voice skills and the art of audi-
tioning are what The Voice Shop offers. “It 
does more than that,” says Victoria. “They 
will teach you confidence.” 

Skill, confidence, and an understanding 
of the voiceover artist is the goal of The 
Voice Shop, a sister company of Creative 
Media Design, which specializes in voice 
production and voice over casting. (cmd-
nyc.com)

If you’re considering a career in 
voiceover, perhaps a career pivot is exactly 
why you’re reading this. And if so, The 
Voice Shop is a worthy consideration. You’ll 
get a real person who actually answers the 
phone. If you leave a message, they will call 
you back on the same day, live. And, of 
course, they have friendly voices. Plus, 
they’ll listen. “Most people have no idea 
the power of the voice,” says Andy Pearson. 
“It’s a gift and can be used for so much 
more than just talking.” 

Mr. Pearson, we hear you! ■

Mike George, 
voice coach 
(center) teaching 
a voice class at 
the Voice Shop in 
New York City

Sponsored Article

kbtheman1000@gmail.com

Andy Pearson is a professional voice actor 
offering remote voiceovers from his home.

Voice over talent, Steve Tardio
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18 ment monitoring of political and religious 
gatherings, “preventive detention,” secret 
trials, the brazen use of torture. And, of 
course, the military invasion of Afghani-
stan, with its benighted rashness, and Iraq, 
based on bogus intelligence. All in the 
name of “national security.”

But what did security mean? And who got 
to have it? The measures claiming to “pre-
serve our freedoms” were curtailing them for 
untold numbers of people at home, while the 
civilian casualties abroad were fomenting 
fury and producing new enemies. Much of the 
U.S. tolerated such measures and even 
cheered them on—after all, they mostly didn’t 
affect white people. It was easy enough to sac-
rifice someone else’s rights and liberties.

This is an old story in the United States. 
You can find plenty of precedents in Ameri-
ca’s history for the nativism, polarization, 
suppression of dissent, Islamophobia, xe-
nophobia, warmongering, and violent 
white supremacy that heaved up as the tow-
ers fell. The post-9/11 reaction didn’t by it-
self produce Trumpism. The demise of the 
Fairness Doctrine, along with other Rea-
gan-era deregulation, and, more recently, 
the lifting of restrictions on campaign 
spending the Supreme Court handed to cor-
porations in Citizens United, and the 
Court’s gutting of the Voting Rights Act, to 
cite only a few major blows to democratic 
progress, also deserve a share of the blame. 
But, as Ackerman suggests, Trump “recog-
nized that the 9/11  era’s grotesque subtext—
the perception of nonwhites as marauders, 
even as conquerors, from hostile foreign 
civilizations—was its engine,” and he 
stepped on the gas. He cast himself as savior 
from the humiliations of the “forever wars,” 
and made politics tribal.

The Trumpian tribe, as the Republicans 
have become, puts its faith in one unshak-
able idea, the same tenet that the War on 
Terror required: American innocence. The 
conservative American Council of Trustees 
and Alumni attacked universities as the 
“weak link” in America’s response to 9/11, 
and in a report naming more than 40 pro-
fessors who had made “anti-American” 
statements, condemned as seditious senti-
ments such as, “We need to understand the 
reasons behind the terrifying hatred di-
rected against the U.S. and find ways to act 
that will not foment more hatred for genera-

tions to come.” It’s the same principle that 
has incited hysteria over a twisted idea of 
“critical race theory”—the U.S. need never 
examine its own injurious actions or goals, 
for it can never do any wrong.

Otherwise, the party has no political pro-
gram or policy agenda. Its primary objective 
is to own the libs. Even if that means aggres-
sive voter suppression and gerrymandering. 
Even at the expense of thousands of lives 
lost to the pandemic. Even at the cost of dire 

environmental calamity. The demolition of 
voting rights, the mutating coronavirus, and 
accelerating climate change are the urgent 
threats to American security today—those 
and one more: an armed base gunning for a 
fight that has bought into the falsehood that 
Biden illegitimately usurped the presi-
dency. On January 6, they came much 
closer to destroying the seat of government 
than Flight 93 on 9/11, which had been aim-
ing for the Capitol and crashed when pas-

sengers rushed the cockpit. 
I will avoid the 9/11 commemorative 

hoopla this year. I have never been able to 
stand listening to the hyperventilating de-
scriptions on the radio or watching the end-
less loops of disaster footage on TV on any 
anniversary. I will honor the day by lighting 
a candle for a friend lost in the rubble, the 
sweet-natured firefighter Pat Brown. And I 
will know that it is the homegrown terrorists 
who hate the rest of us for our freedom.

On January 6, the 
insurrectionists 
came much closer 
to destroying the 
seat of government 
than Flight 93 on 
9/11, which had 
been aiming for the 
Capitol.

A
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While Solomon and a number of other Voice staff ers disliked the front-page headline that was printed on 9/11—“The Bastards!”—the staff , 
and much of the city, loved the cover that hit the streets on the evening of September 18, 2001. Photographed by André Souroujon and art 
directed by Ted Keller.

WITNESS TO THE FALL: 
REPORTING ON THE 
COMING DANGERS
Dazed, shaken, guided only by the purpose Don had bestowed on me,
I joined the throng trudging up Centre Street
By Alisa Solomon

G
et up here. You’re writing,” Don 
Forst, the Voice’s editor, com-
manded. I had called him after wait-
ing in line to use a phone booth in 
Lower Manhattan to tell him what I 

had just seen: First, as I came up from the 
subway station at Chambers and Church, a 
flaming hole at the top of one of the World 
Trade Towers. And then, the second plane, 
gliding through a cerulean sky and piercing 
the other tower. I stood aghast with a small 
crowd of New Yorkers and wondered at the 
primal sound that streamed out of us, a col-
lective gasping inhale and wailing exhale 
louder than the sirens that were already 
blaring nearby.

At first, Don said, “I know. We have the 
TV on. We’ll do something next week.” It 
was a Tuesday, and that week’s issue was al-
ready at the printing press; it would be 
loaded onto trucks for distribution in a mat-
ter of hours. 

Then I added, “I have the name and 
number of a guy with a digital camera who 
took pictures.” He lived in the neighbor-
hood and had been standing in that scrum 
on the corner; I had instinctively pulled a re-
porter’s pad out of my bag and asked for his 
contact info. We were still half a dozen years 
away from the first iPhone. There was no 
such thing as social media. Don told me to 
hurry to the office. 

Dazed, shaken, guided only by the pur-
pose Don had bestowed on me, I joined the 
throng trudging up Centre Street, inter-
viewing along the way some World Trade 
Center secretaries who hadn’t quite made it 
in to work before the first plane hit. When I 
arrived at the Voice, at Cooper Square, Don 
insisted on pouring me a scotch—I looked 
ghostly, he said—then set me up at a termi-
nal outside his office and instructed me to 
write what I saw and heard and felt. He tore 
out the page from my notebook with the 
number of the guy with the camera and left 
me alone. Maybe an hour later, he peered 
over my shoulder and picked up the phone 
on the desk where I was working, to call the 
plant. “Stop the presses,” he told them.

 When the Voice hit newsstands, its cover 
bore a photo of one tower spewing fire and 
debris, the other, a cloud of gray ash. (And a 
headline—“The Bastards!”—that I hated. 
“Don’t even try arguing,” Don said, cutting 

off my objection. “I’m not changing it.”) My 
fevered account ran on the first inside page. 
In the meantime, my partner and I stood in 
line outside (the now departed) St. Vin-
cent’s Hospital with dozens of others hop-

ing to give blood. None was needed; there 
were few survivors. 

For a time, the city changed—or more ac-
curately, its best qualities surged to the fore. 
New Yorkers became solicitous in that way 
Rebecca Solnit writes about in A Paradise 
Built in Hell, when, in the face of disaster, 
people recognize their common plight and 
caring purpose. Strangers on the subway 

asked after each other’s well-being. Folks 
hailing cabs at the same time insisted that 
the others go first. Even Mayor Rudy Giu-
liani—locally reviled for his racist tough-on-
crime campaign, efforts to ban protests and 
censor art, deployment of cops in schools, 
and gung-ho defense of police brutality (he 
had an approval rating of only 37 percent in 
April 2000)—gave voice to our shock and 
stoked our resilience. He was lauded as 
“America’s Mayor,” and as ludicrous as we 
knew that designation to be, we could take 
some comfort in his saying the right things. 
In the two decades since, what Giuliani has 
become stands as a perfect—and loath-
some—emblem of our current national state, 
as our democracy faces an even graver threat 
than we confronted on that terribly beautiful 
September day in 2001. Calm and resolute as 
he strode north from the collapsing towers, 
coated in soot, then; sarcastic and whiny as 
he spouted conspiracy theories about elec-
tion fraud in the parking lot of Philadelphia’s 
Four Seasons Total Landscaping on another 
blazingly bright day last year.

To the late great Voice muckraker Wayne 
Barrett, those two scenes would not have 

appeared so far apart. His reporting on the 
mayor—and on the real estate mogul—in-
cludes a 1993 exposé showing how, in 1989, 
Giuliani, then U.S. Attorney, quashed a 
probe into the dodgy financing of Trump 
Tower, soon after which Trump co-chaired 
a fundraiser for Giuliani’s first (failed) may-
oral campaign. And in the book Grand Illu-
sion: The Untold Story of Rudy Giuliani and 

9/11, Barrett and co-author Dan Collins 
undo the myth of the 9/11 hero, chronicling 
ways that the mayor blundered in establish-
ing security measures for the city—or ig-
nored them altogether. 

Meanwhile, many of us covered the de-
veloping War on Terror, whose excesses—
whose very essence—abroad and at home 
also ended up helping to lay the path to our 
perilous circumstances today (as Spencer 
Ackerman argues in his new book, Reign of 
Terror: How the 9/11 Era Destabilized Amer-
ica and Produced Trump). With unsup-
pressed alarm, we reported on the creation 
of the Department of Homeland Security; 
inflamed anti-immigrant animus and an 
exploding detention industry; the assault 
on civil liberties through expansive surveil-
lance and arrest powers granted by laws 
like the USA Patriot Act (which passed 
speedily and almost unanimously); a 
hounding of Muslim and Arab New Yorkers 
(or those presumed to be Muslim or Arab) 
so severe that hordes fled the city to request 
asylum in Canada; a ramped-up rhetoric of 
jingoism that among other things led to ha-
rassment of academics, artists, writers, and 

others who raised questions about this dis-
order. The president’s spokesperson 
warned that Americans should “watch 
what they say” and the attorney general 
huffed that anyone expressing concern 
about the Bill of Rights was engaging in 
“tactics [that] only aid terrorists.” We fol-
lowed, too, the militarization of the police, 
racial profiling as national policy, govern-
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Voice photographer Cary Conover writes: “My 9/11 story is that my downstairs neighbor Gavin Creel (later nominated for a Tony), knocked on my 
door to tell me about the plane hitting the WTC he had just heard about on the radio (he had been in the shower, still had shaving cream on his face). 
We went up to the roof and not more than a few minutes later the second plane hit. It was the combined rooftops of 9 and 11 Stanton Street. The New 
Museum of Contemporary Art hadn’t been built yet and so it was a relatively unobstructed view.”
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19ment monitoring of political and religious 
gatherings, “preventive detention,” secret 
trials, the brazen use of torture. And, of 
course, the military invasion of Afghani-
stan, with its benighted rashness, and Iraq, 
based on bogus intelligence. All in the 
name of “national security.”

But what did security mean? And who got 
to have it? The measures claiming to “pre-
serve our freedoms” were curtailing them for 
untold numbers of people at home, while the 
civilian casualties abroad were fomenting 
fury and producing new enemies. Much of the 
U.S. tolerated such measures and even 
cheered them on—after all, they mostly didn’t 
affect white people. It was easy enough to sac-
rifice someone else’s rights and liberties.

This is an old story in the United States. 
You can find plenty of precedents in Ameri-
ca’s history for the nativism, polarization, 
suppression of dissent, Islamophobia, xe-
nophobia, warmongering, and violent 
white supremacy that heaved up as the tow-
ers fell. The post-9/11 reaction didn’t by it-
self produce Trumpism. The demise of the 
Fairness Doctrine, along with other Rea-
gan-era deregulation, and, more recently, 
the lifting of restrictions on campaign 
spending the Supreme Court handed to cor-
porations in Citizens United, and the 
Court’s gutting of the Voting Rights Act, to 
cite only a few major blows to democratic 
progress, also deserve a share of the blame. 
But, as Ackerman suggests, Trump “recog-
nized that the 9/11  era’s grotesque subtext—
the perception of nonwhites as marauders, 
even as conquerors, from hostile foreign 
civilizations—was its engine,” and he 
stepped on the gas. He cast himself as savior 
from the humiliations of the “forever wars,” 
and made politics tribal.

The Trumpian tribe, as the Republicans 
have become, puts its faith in one unshak-
able idea, the same tenet that the War on 
Terror required: American innocence. The 
conservative American Council of Trustees 
and Alumni attacked universities as the 
“weak link” in America’s response to 9/11, 
and in a report naming more than 40 pro-
fessors who had made “anti-American” 
statements, condemned as seditious senti-
ments such as, “We need to understand the 
reasons behind the terrifying hatred di-
rected against the U.S. and find ways to act 
that will not foment more hatred for genera-

tions to come.” It’s the same principle that 
has incited hysteria over a twisted idea of 
“critical race theory”—the U.S. need never 
examine its own injurious actions or goals, 
for it can never do any wrong.

Otherwise, the party has no political pro-
gram or policy agenda. Its primary objective 
is to own the libs. Even if that means aggres-
sive voter suppression and gerrymandering. 
Even at the expense of thousands of lives 
lost to the pandemic. Even at the cost of dire 

environmental calamity. The demolition of 
voting rights, the mutating coronavirus, and 
accelerating climate change are the urgent 
threats to American security today—those 
and one more: an armed base gunning for a 
fight that has bought into the falsehood that 
Biden illegitimately usurped the presi-
dency. On January 6, they came much 
closer to destroying the seat of government 
than Flight 93 on 9/11, which had been aim-
ing for the Capitol and crashed when pas-

sengers rushed the cockpit. 
I will avoid the 9/11 commemorative 

hoopla this year. I have never been able to 
stand listening to the hyperventilating de-
scriptions on the radio or watching the end-
less loops of disaster footage on TV on any 
anniversary. I will honor the day by lighting 
a candle for a friend lost in the rubble, the 
sweet-natured firefighter Pat Brown. And I 
will know that it is the homegrown terrorists 
who hate the rest of us for our freedom.

On January 6, the 
insurrectionists 
came much closer 
to destroying the 
seat of government 
than Flight 93 on 
9/11, which had 
been aiming for the 
Capitol.
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While Solomon and a number of other Voice staff ers disliked the front-page headline that was printed on 9/11—“The Bastards!”—the staff , 
and much of the city, loved the cover that hit the streets on the evening of September 18, 2001. Photographed by André Souroujon and art 
directed by Ted Keller.
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REPORTING ON THE 
COMING DANGERS
Dazed, shaken, guided only by the purpose Don had bestowed on me,
I joined the throng trudging up Centre Street
By Alisa Solomon

G
et up here. You’re writing,” Don 
Forst, the Voice’s editor, com-
manded. I had called him after wait-
ing in line to use a phone booth in 
Lower Manhattan to tell him what I 

had just seen: First, as I came up from the 
subway station at Chambers and Church, a 
flaming hole at the top of one of the World 
Trade Towers. And then, the second plane, 
gliding through a cerulean sky and piercing 
the other tower. I stood aghast with a small 
crowd of New Yorkers and wondered at the 
primal sound that streamed out of us, a col-
lective gasping inhale and wailing exhale 
louder than the sirens that were already 
blaring nearby.

At first, Don said, “I know. We have the 
TV on. We’ll do something next week.” It 
was a Tuesday, and that week’s issue was al-
ready at the printing press; it would be 
loaded onto trucks for distribution in a mat-
ter of hours. 

Then I added, “I have the name and 
number of a guy with a digital camera who 
took pictures.” He lived in the neighbor-
hood and had been standing in that scrum 
on the corner; I had instinctively pulled a re-
porter’s pad out of my bag and asked for his 
contact info. We were still half a dozen years 
away from the first iPhone. There was no 
such thing as social media. Don told me to 
hurry to the office. 

Dazed, shaken, guided only by the pur-
pose Don had bestowed on me, I joined the 
throng trudging up Centre Street, inter-
viewing along the way some World Trade 
Center secretaries who hadn’t quite made it 
in to work before the first plane hit. When I 
arrived at the Voice, at Cooper Square, Don 
insisted on pouring me a scotch—I looked 
ghostly, he said—then set me up at a termi-
nal outside his office and instructed me to 
write what I saw and heard and felt. He tore 
out the page from my notebook with the 
number of the guy with the camera and left 
me alone. Maybe an hour later, he peered 
over my shoulder and picked up the phone 
on the desk where I was working, to call the 
plant. “Stop the presses,” he told them.

 When the Voice hit newsstands, its cover 
bore a photo of one tower spewing fire and 
debris, the other, a cloud of gray ash. (And a 
headline—“The Bastards!”—that I hated. 
“Don’t even try arguing,” Don said, cutting 

off my objection. “I’m not changing it.”) My 
fevered account ran on the first inside page. 
In the meantime, my partner and I stood in 
line outside (the now departed) St. Vin-
cent’s Hospital with dozens of others hop-

ing to give blood. None was needed; there 
were few survivors. 

For a time, the city changed—or more ac-
curately, its best qualities surged to the fore. 
New Yorkers became solicitous in that way 
Rebecca Solnit writes about in A Paradise 
Built in Hell, when, in the face of disaster, 
people recognize their common plight and 
caring purpose. Strangers on the subway 

asked after each other’s well-being. Folks 
hailing cabs at the same time insisted that 
the others go first. Even Mayor Rudy Giu-
liani—locally reviled for his racist tough-on-
crime campaign, efforts to ban protests and 
censor art, deployment of cops in schools, 
and gung-ho defense of police brutality (he 
had an approval rating of only 37 percent in 
April 2000)—gave voice to our shock and 
stoked our resilience. He was lauded as 
“America’s Mayor,” and as ludicrous as we 
knew that designation to be, we could take 
some comfort in his saying the right things. 
In the two decades since, what Giuliani has 
become stands as a perfect—and loath-
some—emblem of our current national state, 
as our democracy faces an even graver threat 
than we confronted on that terribly beautiful 
September day in 2001. Calm and resolute as 
he strode north from the collapsing towers, 
coated in soot, then; sarcastic and whiny as 
he spouted conspiracy theories about elec-
tion fraud in the parking lot of Philadelphia’s 
Four Seasons Total Landscaping on another 
blazingly bright day last year.

To the late great Voice muckraker Wayne 
Barrett, those two scenes would not have 

appeared so far apart. His reporting on the 
mayor—and on the real estate mogul—in-
cludes a 1993 exposé showing how, in 1989, 
Giuliani, then U.S. Attorney, quashed a 
probe into the dodgy financing of Trump 
Tower, soon after which Trump co-chaired 
a fundraiser for Giuliani’s first (failed) may-
oral campaign. And in the book Grand Illu-
sion: The Untold Story of Rudy Giuliani and 

9/11, Barrett and co-author Dan Collins 
undo the myth of the 9/11 hero, chronicling 
ways that the mayor blundered in establish-
ing security measures for the city—or ig-
nored them altogether. 

Meanwhile, many of us covered the de-
veloping War on Terror, whose excesses—
whose very essence—abroad and at home 
also ended up helping to lay the path to our 
perilous circumstances today (as Spencer 
Ackerman argues in his new book, Reign of 
Terror: How the 9/11 Era Destabilized Amer-
ica and Produced Trump). With unsup-
pressed alarm, we reported on the creation 
of the Department of Homeland Security; 
inflamed anti-immigrant animus and an 
exploding detention industry; the assault 
on civil liberties through expansive surveil-
lance and arrest powers granted by laws 
like the USA Patriot Act (which passed 
speedily and almost unanimously); a 
hounding of Muslim and Arab New Yorkers 
(or those presumed to be Muslim or Arab) 
so severe that hordes fled the city to request 
asylum in Canada; a ramped-up rhetoric of 
jingoism that among other things led to ha-
rassment of academics, artists, writers, and 

others who raised questions about this dis-
order. The president’s spokesperson 
warned that Americans should “watch 
what they say” and the attorney general 
huffed that anyone expressing concern 
about the Bill of Rights was engaging in 
“tactics [that] only aid terrorists.” We fol-
lowed, too, the militarization of the police, 
racial profiling as national policy, govern-
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A CHILDHOOD FRACTURED
BY HISTORY
The World Trade Center was a city unto itself, like a science fiction
dream made real
By Ross Barkan

T
he mood of the city is, in some sense, 
always retrospective. Once the cata-
clysm arrives, we have the uncom-
plicated dividing line of history, 
everything before and everything af-

ter. The sky was blue, many will recall; that 
day, the sky was a deep and heartfelt blue.

For the first time—the first of a perpetual 
time—there are young men and women 
alive who have no memory of September 11. 
Every generation has a lament like this 
one—the first not to remember the end of 

the Great War, the Great Depression, Pearl 
Harbor, the Kennedy assassinations. 
Slowly, like glaciers breaking off into a 
warming sea, the memory-havers depart 
and those who are left behind must consult 
books and search engines to build a collec-
tive reality of what was. For anyone cradling 
such a memory, there must be a tingle of ex-
ceptionalism: I was there and you weren’t, 
and you can only know so much. 

Yes and no, yes and no. The aging millen-
nials who came of age in New York City, my 

own cohort, do carry certain realizations 
from that day that can’t be explained to 
someone who wasn’t there. On September 
11, 2001, I was 11 going on 12, a Brooklyn kid 
living in a neighborhood of cops and fire-
fighters. Bay Ridge is a 12-minute-or-so 
drive to Lower Manhattan if traffic van-
ishes—you have to wait until late at night for 
that to happen—or a one-seat ride to 
Ground Zero, if you want to endure the 
creaking R train. There are Bay Ridge side 
streets named for the dead; a number of 
them died on that one day. 

The attack was, for me and many oth-
ers, the shattering of a childhood. If the 
1990s, to older Americans, feels in retro-
spect like a kind of extended revelry, the 
dot-com bubble taking us to the End of 
History, that decade was equally halcyon 
for middle-class kids like me. This is one 
reason, I think, that the ’90s remain so fe-
tishized today, what the ’50s were from the 
vantage point of the anxious ’70s. The 
1990s knew nothing of 9/11, and would’ve 
treated the concept as fodder for a sum-
mertime blockbuster. The Independence 
Day aliens never blew up the Twin Towers, 
but they easily could have. 

Like the more than one million other 
New York City kids on a Tuesday in early 

September, I headed off to school, just a 
short bus ride away from the apartment 
where I grew up. My parents went to work, 
and unlike a decent chunk of the neigh-
borhood, they were not Irish- or Italian-
Catholic cops and firefighters. They were 
Jewish employees of the federal govern-
ment. My mother, then as now, worked at 
the Jacob K. Javits Federal Building, across 
the street from the courthouse where Law 
& Order films and just a brief, wending 
walk to the World Trade Center. My father, 
now retired, worked out of Six World 
Trade Center, a squat eight-story building 
in the shadow of the behemoths. Some-
times he would take me rocketing up the 
elevator to the famous observation deck of 
the WTC, never venturing toward the 
edge. When my mother turned 50, we cel-
ebrated, like many New York families, at 
Windows on the World. 

On that Tuesday, my father had a break-
fast meeting scheduled at the restaurant 
with a man named Neil Levin, the executive 
director of the Port Authority. They knew 
each other well, and were going to discuss a 
job opportunity for my father. The meeting, 
overlooking the vast city, was something of 
a formality. 

The World Trade Center, it must be re-
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membered, had a daily population of 
130,000 people: the tenants, the business-
people, the tourists. It was a city unto itself, 
like a science fiction dream made real just in 
time for the fiscal calamity of the ’70s. One-
hundred-and-ninety-two-thousand tons of 
structural steel, 3,000 miles of electrical 
wiring, 43,600 windows, 4,000 doors, 198 
elevators, and 50,000 telephones. It was an 
accumulation of sums, a testament to the 
extreme reaches of engineering. 

In 1976, the Port Authority agreed to al-
low a limited number of diners into Win-
dows’ exclusive luncheon club on the 106th 
and 107th floors of the North Tower. Up to 

120 nonmembers were admitted to any of 
the club’s dining or bar areas, with a sur-
charge of $10 for the host and $3 for each of 
the host’s guests. The Liquor Authority had 
originally denied the permit, because the 
Port Authority wanted to make Windows on 
the World a private club at lunchtime and a 
public restaurant for dinner. But state law, 
according to the Liquor Authority, required 
that any establishment with a restaurant li-
cense must always admit the public. And so 
the doors were opened. 

Port Authority leadership battled with 
Twin Towers architect Minoru Yamasaki 
over the fact that the restaurant’s vertical 
windows were extremely narrow, and con-
vinced Yamasaki to widen them by a half-
foot each before Windows on the World 
opened. But the architect insisted on sym-
metry, so the corresponding windows on 

the South Tower also had to be widened, 
where there was no restaurant, only offices. 
The idea behind including an elite luncheon 
spot had been to sell prospective office ten-
ants on the two monoliths that now occu-
pied New York City, dramatically and 
permanently blotting out the skyline. A 
multinational corporation would rent a 
floor, perhaps, with the promise of access to 
a multi-floor restaurant and catering hall—
the power breakfasts, lunches, and dinners 
always on tap. And those not bound so di-
rectly to capitalism’s onward slog would 
spring for a night so high in the air, cocktails 
making their heads light, the ocean of dark 
sky pressed against the tall, thick glass. Yet 
during the long years of construction, my 
parents, particularly my father, remem-
bered the endless array of cranes and scaf-
folding and deep digs and minor explosions, 
and a steel skeleton surging into the clouds. 
The Twin Towers, at the time, were a great 
intrusion.  

But the people eventually came. By the 
time my mother booked her 50th-birthday 
party, Windows on the World was the 
world’s highest-grossing restaurant, bring-
ing in nearly $40 million a year. By most 
metrics, it was a wild success. Over the de-
cades, there were restaurant critics who dis-
paraged the food and drink, who 
pronounced its offerings passé, who vowed 
never to dine there again and urged others 
to do the same. Like the New York Yankees, 
Windows on the World had become a city 
institution with the heft and power to be 
regularly resented by those who believed 
they knew better. But the experience could 
not be argued with—there was majesty in 
being on top of the world. 

As a child, I never hated the Twin Tow-
ers, because I only knew a city with them. 
The vanished Radio Row, felled by eminent 
domain to make room for the complex, 
meant nothing to me. I drew pictures of sky-
scrapers, always starting with the biggest. 

In the seventh grade, I took an introduc-
tory Latin class. It met in the early morn-
ing. We were gathered, ready to begin, 
when the news began to float through the 
hallways. This was before cellphones were 
ubiquitous—I didn’t own one, and smart-
phones certainly didn’t exist—so it must 
have been passed in the older, mythic way. 
A person heard it on the radio, somewhere, 
and told someone else. None of us were 
alarmed. A plane hit the World Trade Cen-
ter. Okay, a Cessna? We were curious and 
confused. Someone must have taken a 
wrong turn. Soon, we were summoned to 
the auditorium. 

The head of the middle school, a bull-
shaped man in glasses, misspoke. A plane 
hit the Eiffel Tower, I mean Twin Towers. The 
news, as it does, cycled through the large 
room, a theater for the stage productions I 
would never act in. Two planes had struck, 
one at each building. 

Bursting through the doors not long af-
terward was my mother. “Happy birthday, 
Ross,” a classmate said to me, and I recall 
being blank-faced. I am almost certain my 
mother was the first parent to arrive at the 
school. She was one of the last New Yorkers 
over the Brooklyn Bridge, in an automobile, 
before it was shut down. 

Unlike me, my mother had seen it. When 
the first plane hit, she was down in the lobby 
of her building, talking with coworkers. She 
went outside, gathering with onlookers fur-
ther downtown, around Church Street, 
watching the first tower burn. There was a 
sliver of time when it all seemed like an aw-
ful accident and prayers would have to be 
murmured for a wayward pilot and a few 
unlucky office workers. 

When the plane crashed into the second 
tower, she sprinted for her car. She was cer-
tain we were at war. 

What I remember next is my mother’s 
bedroom, sitting and watching the televi-
sion. I watched the towers smolder and col-
lapse. It was then that I began to cry, the 
horror like nothing I have known since. The 
pandemic has killed far more people in New 
York alone, and upended everyday life in a 
more radical way, but there was no single 
shock event, no spectacle for it all to cohere 
around. No day to end one version of history 
and begin another. Outside, I saw the streak 
of black smoke across the sky, trailing over 
Bay Ridge and beyond. There is a biking 
and walking promenade on the water, and 
we went there, my mother and I, silently 
watching the cloud of smoke and fire gain 
strength. It would stay there, this roiling gap 
in the city, a cloud hanging for months. That 
afternoon I was supposed to be excitedly 
looking forward to the new season of 
Dragon Ball Z. 

“Is Dad okay?” I must have asked. He 
was. He was not at work. He was not where 
he was supposed to be. At the last minute—
and at the urging of my mother—he had 
scrapped his meeting with Levin to get a 
colonoscopy, after his doctor moved his ap-

pointment to Tuesday morning. My father 
didn’t want to disappoint Levin, but my 
mother insisted he get the colonoscopy be-
cause he’d have to wait another month for a 
new appointment. Levin didn’t mind. 
Could my father meet him on Thursday in-
stead? 

At 8:46 a.m., while my father was at St. 
Vincent’s Hospital, the first hijacked air-
plane struck the North Tower. Levin’s obitu-
ary states that he died there, though his 
exact location in the tower at the time of his 
death was never determined.

I was old enough to understand that the 
world had changed forever, but young 
enough not to know the particulars. There 
was a mayoral primary that was postponed, 
a little-known Republican billionaire vying 
to face off against whomever the Democrat 
would be—the Democrat, most people pre-
sumed, would win. The rest of the story is 
well-worn. Rudy Giuliani, against all evi-
dence and odds, became “America’s 
Mayor” and endorsed Michael Bloomberg, 
whose billions buried the liberal Democrat, 
Mark Green. Months later, we would be in 
Afghanistan, and in 2003, Iraq. 

That day, like so many kids, I began to 
hurtle away from childhood. The Saturday 
morning cartoon years had lifted. There 
was a crackle in the air. Terrorists were com-
ing here, or were here, and we were warned 
of the imminent explosions, warfare in the 
streets. None of it arrived, though the fear 
stuck with you. 

My father’s office was obliterated. Gone 
were his tchotchkes, his plaques, and a pho-
tograph with Richard Nixon. None of that, 
of course, mattered. He could come home 
to us. 

There is a biking 
and walking 
promenade on 
the water, and my 
mother and I went 
there, silently 
watching the cloud 
of smoke and fi re 
gain strength. 
It would stay 
there, this roiling 
gap in the city, a 
cloud hanging 
for months. That 
afternoon I was 
supposed to be 
excitedly looking 
forward to the new 
season of Dragon 
Ball Z.

Courtesy of
Ross BarkanThe author some years before the planes hit on September 11, 2001. His father

had a meeting scheduled at Windows on the World that morning.
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A CHILDHOOD FRACTURED
BY HISTORY
The World Trade Center was a city unto itself, like a science fiction
dream made real
By Ross Barkan

T
he mood of the city is, in some sense, 
always retrospective. Once the cata-
clysm arrives, we have the uncom-
plicated dividing line of history, 
everything before and everything af-

ter. The sky was blue, many will recall; that 
day, the sky was a deep and heartfelt blue.

For the first time—the first of a perpetual 
time—there are young men and women 
alive who have no memory of September 11. 
Every generation has a lament like this 
one—the first not to remember the end of 

the Great War, the Great Depression, Pearl 
Harbor, the Kennedy assassinations. 
Slowly, like glaciers breaking off into a 
warming sea, the memory-havers depart 
and those who are left behind must consult 
books and search engines to build a collec-
tive reality of what was. For anyone cradling 
such a memory, there must be a tingle of ex-
ceptionalism: I was there and you weren’t, 
and you can only know so much. 

Yes and no, yes and no. The aging millen-
nials who came of age in New York City, my 

own cohort, do carry certain realizations 
from that day that can’t be explained to 
someone who wasn’t there. On September 
11, 2001, I was 11 going on 12, a Brooklyn kid 
living in a neighborhood of cops and fire-
fighters. Bay Ridge is a 12-minute-or-so 
drive to Lower Manhattan if traffic van-
ishes—you have to wait until late at night for 
that to happen—or a one-seat ride to 
Ground Zero, if you want to endure the 
creaking R train. There are Bay Ridge side 
streets named for the dead; a number of 
them died on that one day. 

The attack was, for me and many oth-
ers, the shattering of a childhood. If the 
1990s, to older Americans, feels in retro-
spect like a kind of extended revelry, the 
dot-com bubble taking us to the End of 
History, that decade was equally halcyon 
for middle-class kids like me. This is one 
reason, I think, that the ’90s remain so fe-
tishized today, what the ’50s were from the 
vantage point of the anxious ’70s. The 
1990s knew nothing of 9/11, and would’ve 
treated the concept as fodder for a sum-
mertime blockbuster. The Independence 
Day aliens never blew up the Twin Towers, 
but they easily could have. 

Like the more than one million other 
New York City kids on a Tuesday in early 

September, I headed off to school, just a 
short bus ride away from the apartment 
where I grew up. My parents went to work, 
and unlike a decent chunk of the neigh-
borhood, they were not Irish- or Italian-
Catholic cops and firefighters. They were 
Jewish employees of the federal govern-
ment. My mother, then as now, worked at 
the Jacob K. Javits Federal Building, across 
the street from the courthouse where Law 
& Order films and just a brief, wending 
walk to the World Trade Center. My father, 
now retired, worked out of Six World 
Trade Center, a squat eight-story building 
in the shadow of the behemoths. Some-
times he would take me rocketing up the 
elevator to the famous observation deck of 
the WTC, never venturing toward the 
edge. When my mother turned 50, we cel-
ebrated, like many New York families, at 
Windows on the World. 

On that Tuesday, my father had a break-
fast meeting scheduled at the restaurant 
with a man named Neil Levin, the executive 
director of the Port Authority. They knew 
each other well, and were going to discuss a 
job opportunity for my father. The meeting, 
overlooking the vast city, was something of 
a formality. 

The World Trade Center, it must be re-

20 Years On

Cary Conover

membered, had a daily population of 
130,000 people: the tenants, the business-
people, the tourists. It was a city unto itself, 
like a science fiction dream made real just in 
time for the fiscal calamity of the ’70s. One-
hundred-and-ninety-two-thousand tons of 
structural steel, 3,000 miles of electrical 
wiring, 43,600 windows, 4,000 doors, 198 
elevators, and 50,000 telephones. It was an 
accumulation of sums, a testament to the 
extreme reaches of engineering. 

In 1976, the Port Authority agreed to al-
low a limited number of diners into Win-
dows’ exclusive luncheon club on the 106th 
and 107th floors of the North Tower. Up to 

120 nonmembers were admitted to any of 
the club’s dining or bar areas, with a sur-
charge of $10 for the host and $3 for each of 
the host’s guests. The Liquor Authority had 
originally denied the permit, because the 
Port Authority wanted to make Windows on 
the World a private club at lunchtime and a 
public restaurant for dinner. But state law, 
according to the Liquor Authority, required 
that any establishment with a restaurant li-
cense must always admit the public. And so 
the doors were opened. 

Port Authority leadership battled with 
Twin Towers architect Minoru Yamasaki 
over the fact that the restaurant’s vertical 
windows were extremely narrow, and con-
vinced Yamasaki to widen them by a half-
foot each before Windows on the World 
opened. But the architect insisted on sym-
metry, so the corresponding windows on 

the South Tower also had to be widened, 
where there was no restaurant, only offices. 
The idea behind including an elite luncheon 
spot had been to sell prospective office ten-
ants on the two monoliths that now occu-
pied New York City, dramatically and 
permanently blotting out the skyline. A 
multinational corporation would rent a 
floor, perhaps, with the promise of access to 
a multi-floor restaurant and catering hall—
the power breakfasts, lunches, and dinners 
always on tap. And those not bound so di-
rectly to capitalism’s onward slog would 
spring for a night so high in the air, cocktails 
making their heads light, the ocean of dark 
sky pressed against the tall, thick glass. Yet 
during the long years of construction, my 
parents, particularly my father, remem-
bered the endless array of cranes and scaf-
folding and deep digs and minor explosions, 
and a steel skeleton surging into the clouds. 
The Twin Towers, at the time, were a great 
intrusion.  

But the people eventually came. By the 
time my mother booked her 50th-birthday 
party, Windows on the World was the 
world’s highest-grossing restaurant, bring-
ing in nearly $40 million a year. By most 
metrics, it was a wild success. Over the de-
cades, there were restaurant critics who dis-
paraged the food and drink, who 
pronounced its offerings passé, who vowed 
never to dine there again and urged others 
to do the same. Like the New York Yankees, 
Windows on the World had become a city 
institution with the heft and power to be 
regularly resented by those who believed 
they knew better. But the experience could 
not be argued with—there was majesty in 
being on top of the world. 

As a child, I never hated the Twin Tow-
ers, because I only knew a city with them. 
The vanished Radio Row, felled by eminent 
domain to make room for the complex, 
meant nothing to me. I drew pictures of sky-
scrapers, always starting with the biggest. 

In the seventh grade, I took an introduc-
tory Latin class. It met in the early morn-
ing. We were gathered, ready to begin, 
when the news began to float through the 
hallways. This was before cellphones were 
ubiquitous—I didn’t own one, and smart-
phones certainly didn’t exist—so it must 
have been passed in the older, mythic way. 
A person heard it on the radio, somewhere, 
and told someone else. None of us were 
alarmed. A plane hit the World Trade Cen-
ter. Okay, a Cessna? We were curious and 
confused. Someone must have taken a 
wrong turn. Soon, we were summoned to 
the auditorium. 

The head of the middle school, a bull-
shaped man in glasses, misspoke. A plane 
hit the Eiffel Tower, I mean Twin Towers. The 
news, as it does, cycled through the large 
room, a theater for the stage productions I 
would never act in. Two planes had struck, 
one at each building. 

Bursting through the doors not long af-
terward was my mother. “Happy birthday, 
Ross,” a classmate said to me, and I recall 
being blank-faced. I am almost certain my 
mother was the first parent to arrive at the 
school. She was one of the last New Yorkers 
over the Brooklyn Bridge, in an automobile, 
before it was shut down. 

Unlike me, my mother had seen it. When 
the first plane hit, she was down in the lobby 
of her building, talking with coworkers. She 
went outside, gathering with onlookers fur-
ther downtown, around Church Street, 
watching the first tower burn. There was a 
sliver of time when it all seemed like an aw-
ful accident and prayers would have to be 
murmured for a wayward pilot and a few 
unlucky office workers. 

When the plane crashed into the second 
tower, she sprinted for her car. She was cer-
tain we were at war. 

What I remember next is my mother’s 
bedroom, sitting and watching the televi-
sion. I watched the towers smolder and col-
lapse. It was then that I began to cry, the 
horror like nothing I have known since. The 
pandemic has killed far more people in New 
York alone, and upended everyday life in a 
more radical way, but there was no single 
shock event, no spectacle for it all to cohere 
around. No day to end one version of history 
and begin another. Outside, I saw the streak 
of black smoke across the sky, trailing over 
Bay Ridge and beyond. There is a biking 
and walking promenade on the water, and 
we went there, my mother and I, silently 
watching the cloud of smoke and fire gain 
strength. It would stay there, this roiling gap 
in the city, a cloud hanging for months. That 
afternoon I was supposed to be excitedly 
looking forward to the new season of 
Dragon Ball Z. 

“Is Dad okay?” I must have asked. He 
was. He was not at work. He was not where 
he was supposed to be. At the last minute—
and at the urging of my mother—he had 
scrapped his meeting with Levin to get a 
colonoscopy, after his doctor moved his ap-

pointment to Tuesday morning. My father 
didn’t want to disappoint Levin, but my 
mother insisted he get the colonoscopy be-
cause he’d have to wait another month for a 
new appointment. Levin didn’t mind. 
Could my father meet him on Thursday in-
stead? 

At 8:46 a.m., while my father was at St. 
Vincent’s Hospital, the first hijacked air-
plane struck the North Tower. Levin’s obitu-
ary states that he died there, though his 
exact location in the tower at the time of his 
death was never determined.

I was old enough to understand that the 
world had changed forever, but young 
enough not to know the particulars. There 
was a mayoral primary that was postponed, 
a little-known Republican billionaire vying 
to face off against whomever the Democrat 
would be—the Democrat, most people pre-
sumed, would win. The rest of the story is 
well-worn. Rudy Giuliani, against all evi-
dence and odds, became “America’s 
Mayor” and endorsed Michael Bloomberg, 
whose billions buried the liberal Democrat, 
Mark Green. Months later, we would be in 
Afghanistan, and in 2003, Iraq. 

That day, like so many kids, I began to 
hurtle away from childhood. The Saturday 
morning cartoon years had lifted. There 
was a crackle in the air. Terrorists were com-
ing here, or were here, and we were warned 
of the imminent explosions, warfare in the 
streets. None of it arrived, though the fear 
stuck with you. 

My father’s office was obliterated. Gone 
were his tchotchkes, his plaques, and a pho-
tograph with Richard Nixon. None of that, 
of course, mattered. He could come home 
to us. 

There is a biking 
and walking 
promenade on 
the water, and my 
mother and I went 
there, silently 
watching the cloud 
of smoke and fi re 
gain strength. 
It would stay 
there, this roiling 
gap in the city, a 
cloud hanging 
for months. That 
afternoon I was 
supposed to be 
excitedly looking 
forward to the new 
season of Dragon 
Ball Z.

Courtesy of
Ross BarkanThe author some years before the planes hit on September 11, 2001. His father

had a meeting scheduled at Windows on the World that morning.
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THE HORROR THEN, 
THE DANGER NOW
The “Grand Theft Party” wants to steal your vote

By R.C. BAKER

O
n the morning of September 11, 
2001, I was on a Long Island Rail 
Road train, waiting to pull out of 
Penn Station. I was sipping take-out 
coffee and going through page proofs 

for that week’s Village Voice (dated Septem-
ber 18). 

This Tuesday morning train to the sub-
urbs, a reverse commute, was never 
crowded. Then two women got on, obvi-
ously upset, saying that a plane had flown 
into one of the World Trade Center towers, 
and it was on fire. Oh my god, that’s awful, I 

thought. I knew that back in 1945, a B-25 
bomber had hit the Empire State Building 
while flying in thick fog, and I assumed this 
was another such horrible accident. I went 
back to my page proofs. The cover photo de-
picted a pair of gloved hands on a chain-link 
fence, illustrating a story about an expected 
face-off between Washington, D.C., police 
and protesters at an upcoming International 
Monetary Fund meeting. As I was checking 
ad proofs (advertising paid the bills, so I 
scrutinized the latest Big Apple Futons ad 
for typos as closely as the cover), a dishev-

eled office worker rushed into the car, gasp-
ing, “Why are the trains just sitting here? We 
need to leave! They’re attacking us!” He ran 
through the connecting doors toward the 
front of the train, seeming to want to get 
closer to Long Island. I figured he was a gar-
den-variety mass-transit nutjob, and was re-
lieved that he wasn’t going to sit next to me. 
Some minutes later, we came aboveground 
in Queens, near where I lived, and I regis-
tered with a shock that the guy who’d rushed 
through the train cars was no loony. Both 
towers were burning, and I realized that we 
were at war. 

THE HORROR THEN:
“WHAT THE HELL’S GOING ON?” 

Cell phones were far from ubiquitous in 2001, 
but I had a company Nokia, a candy bar 
model. I pulled a laminated card of Voice 
emergency numbers from my wallet and 
called the editor in chief, Don Forst. No sig-
nal. A man asked if he could use my phone to 
call his wife. I handed it to him. He had no 
luck either. We took turns dialing. There was 
no signal when I tried calling my wife at our 
apartment in Long Island City. I dialed Don 
again. He answered. I told him that the hands 
climbing the fence for a protest in D.C. didn’t 
feel right anymore, with the city under attack.

An old daily newspaper guy, Don said 
something along the lines of, “Baker, you’re 
on your way to the printing plant. They’re 
plating up—it’s too late. We’ll cover every-
thing next week.”

My fellow passenger called his wife. No 
signal again. Neither of us could get through. 
He said, “I gotta get off the train and go 
back,” and he did, at the next stop. Maybe, 
like me, he was reverse commuting and his 
wife was still in the city, and he realized his 
job on Long Island could wait. Mine couldn’t. 
My phone buzzed. Don said we were getting 
a new cover, and told me to find a page for a 
story. I told him there was a house ad for our 
upcoming Best of NYC issue on page three 
that could be killed. 

“Good. I have a cover and full-page story 
coming.” 

I tried calling the plant. Nothing. Many 
calls home went nowhere, until finally, one 
went through. “Hello?! Hello!?” We both 
started talking at once. My wife had seen the 
second plane hit while walking our dogs on 
the neighborhood’s East River pier. People 
had gathered to watch the first tower burn, 
but with the second explosion, someone in 
the small crowd said, “Everything’s 
changed.” 

I got off the train in Farmingdale. The cab-

20 Years On

As the towers burn, citizens watch in horror or stream away from the carnage. Cary Conover’s 
picture captures much more than a thousands words’ worth of stories from that Tuesday morning, 
such as a campaign poster for Mark Green, an earnest mayoral candidate running in that day’s 
Democratic primary. With the pile of rubble burning downtown and dust clouding large swathes of 
the city, few would go to the polls, and their votes would not count anyway—the primary would be 
rescheduled for two weeks later and Green would go on to lose to Democrat-turned-Republican 
Mike Bloomberg in the general election. To the right, actor Kiefer Sutherland looks uptown 
from a billboard for a groundbreaking new action series coming to Fox: 24. Because of the �irst 

episode’s climactic scene of an exploding airplane, the scheduled fall premiere was pushed back 
to November. The show was wildly popular, even if Sutherland’s Jack Bauer was quick to torture 
suspects to extract information as the show’s clock counted down to various apocalypses. Bauer’s 
excesses were decried by human rights advocates (though some admitted to loving the show) 
and professors who taught the law of war, one of whom said that while teaching that torture was 
ineff ective, cadets at West Point would interject comments such as, “Yeah? Well, did you see Jack 
Bauer last night? He shot a prisoner right in the knee, and that dude talked.” Sutherland, for his 
part, opined, “It’s a television show. We’re not telling you to try this at home.”

C
ary C

onover
bie taking me on the quick ride to the News-
day plant, where we printed the Voice, asked, 
“What the hell’s going on? The radio says one 
of the World Trade towers is down.” I told 
him I didn’t know any details. He said it was 
terrorists, and I said they were certainly that. 

As usual when I arrived, the final Voice 
plates were being processed. The press man-
ager was not happy about holding some of 
their presses to wait for revised pages—News-
day was going to have many special editions 
to get out that day. Much yelling ensued, but 
printing the Voice’s 220,000 copies each 
week was an important commercial job, so 
they started running only the middle section, 
letting the two presses that ran our front and 
back “jacket” section sit idle when I prom-
ised it would only be 15 minutes. I’d been 
writing for the paper for seven years by then, 
and knew I was lying, and they probably did 
too, but they waited. And Alisa Solomon was 
a hell of a lot faster writer than me—the page 
came quicker than I could’ve imagined. The 
cover, too—with a photo taken by a man 
Alisa met on the street. No one remembers 
his name. Cary Conover, the photographer 
who shot the hands on the chain-link fence, 
remained credited for the cover on the Con-
tents page. No one thought to change it. It 
was the only issue Cary ever had a cover 
credit for. 

The new front page, when it popped up on 
a computer in Newsday’s production depart-
ment, was a shock—a tight view of the sec-
ond plane exploding, the moment 
everything had, indeed, changed. I was 
taken aback by the headline: “THE BAS-
TARDS!” It seemed more a blunt exclama-
tion along the lines of what Rupert 
Murdoch’s Post or the Daily News would 
come up with. But, like I said, Don had been 
in the newspaper business a long time—I 
wasn’t going to argue with him. While the 
new plates were processing, I called from 
Newsday’s landline and got through to my 
wife again. She had, after numerous at-
tempts, reached her sister in San Diego and 
read off all the important numbers in our ad-
dress book, so that friends and our far-flung 
families would know we were OK, and, as 
the crow (or jet plane) flies, some miles from 
the attack.

As the pressmen locked the revised plates 
onto the presses, I read the proof of Solo-
mon’s article. She’d been downtown when it 
happened, taking the visceral brunt of that 
second blast. I had been so busy, I hadn’t re-
ally experienced it. But Alisa had, and I was 
impressed with her presence of mind as she 
kept the bigger picture of American values in 
mind: “The terrible human casualties of to-
day’s attacks haven’t even begun to be 
counted yet. Some of the intangible ones to 
come are obvious—the First Amendment, 
for starters.” 

Then I got to work, checking all the 
presses. In retrospect, I was glad to have 
been busy with proofs and color registration 
and ink density all morning—it spared me 
from watching the towers fall over and over 
again on TV, a nightmarish loop too many 
friends and family later told me they regret-
ted partaking of.  

A few hours later, once the pressmen had 
zeroed in on the pages and they were all 
looking good, I went out to the loading dock, 

where dozens of skids were already piled 
high with thousands of copies of the 192-
page paper. I was always impressed with the 
finished product, but on that day I felt doubly 
so. My last chore every Tuesday was to check 
with the dispatcher to confirm that the deliv-
ery trucks were on time. He shrugged and 
told me that the skids were just going to sit in 
the trailers in the parking lot; no trucks were 
being allowed into the city until further no-
tice, though we might get some smaller vans 
into town by the next day. So I loaded up my 
laptop case and messenger bag with as many 
copies as I could carry, and one of the press 
managers gave me a lift to the train station. 

I can still picture those long platforms, 
empty on the Manhattan-bound side save for 
me and maybe two other forlorn passengers. 
Across the tracks, I watched two trains dis-
gorge frantic citizens who had been told—or 
just decided—to get the hell out of Dodge. I 
don’t remember if there were loved ones 
waiting and waving to them or not; I just re-
member the emptiness on my side and 
throngs like something out of a disaster 
movie on the other.

A couple of trains went past without stop-
ping, probably to expedite getting the maxi-
mum number of folks quickly out of the 
danger zone. A man came up the steps, 
looked up and down the tracks, and said, 
“You see what those goddamn bastards 
did?” 

“I did,” I replied. “And I got a couple hun-
dred thousand copies of this going nowhere, 
but you certainly need one.” 

I handed him a copy. “Yeah. That’s right,” 
he agreed. “Bastards.” 

A train finally took me into the city, and 
then I walked from Penn Station to the Voice 
offices, in the East Village. Were the subways 
closed? Traffic stopped? Some things are 
crystal clear in my memory, helped by notes I 
made for a story that was never finished. 
Other details are as hazy as the acrid smoke 
that hung over the streets, getting thicker as I 
headed downtown. At 14th Street I had to 
show my Voice ID, with its Cooper Square ad-
dress, to get past the police barricades.

I found Don and gave him a copy. He 
waved me his thanks because he was on the 
phone, already lining up some article for the 
next issue. Later in the week, I told him that I 
hadn’t been sure about his headline, but that 
going by the reaction it got on the train plat-
form, his instinct was sound. He nodded. 
“That’s nothing. Wait’ll you see this week’s.” 

Sure, I’m prejudiced, but no publication in 
the city or the nation came close to the bitter-
sweet beauty of the Voice’s “Wish You Were 
Here” cover, the small subhead, “After the 
Fall,” adding to the sense of loss the city felt 
for those stalwart towers and all who occu-
pied them. (See Alisa Solomon’s “Witness to 
the Fall,” in this issue.) Blunt and utilitarian, 
the World Trade Center lacked the monu-
mental grace of the Empire State Building or 
the art deco élan of the Chrysler Building, 
but its sheer size made it a downtown beacon 
that instantly oriented tourists and more di-
rectionally challenged New Yorkers. Plus, its 
spectacular views of the metropolis were 
great for wowing out-of-town guests. 

But there was so much more beyond the 
cover of that September 25, 2001, issue. Even 
as the wreckage downtown burned (and 

would, through December), Voice writers 
and artists grappled with the who, what, 
when, where, and, most crucially, the why of 
the attack. A photo of a face mask on the 
Contents page startles now, a portrait of PPE 
for workers toiling amid the atomized parti-
cles of concrete, steel, glass, plastic, asbestos, 
wood, paper—everything that constituted 
the skyscrapers and the people who had 
been inside them.

Turning the pages brought Nat Hentoff 
on the dangers of a new brand of McCarthy-
ism rising from the WTC ashes, James 
Ridgeway on the coming quagmire in Af-
ghanistan, Robin Holland’s portraits of first 
responders, Robert Sietsema on the resil-
ience of immigrant shopkeepers, Kareem 
Fahim on the history of hate crimes against 
Arabs and Muslims, Lynn Yaeger on an even 
more surreal than usual fashion week, C. 
Carr on artists gone missing from their WTC 
studios, and so much more. Photographer 
André Souroujon lent gravitas to kitsch in his 
portraits of tourist-trap WTC tchotchkes. 
(He also took that issue’s cover photograph.) 
And then there were the columns of “miss-
ing” notices: “For Uncle Lee. 90th Floor, 2nd 
building. Did you make it? Still don’t know. 
We all cried for you today. I wait by the phone 
run run run faster please please you are 
strong just keep running. I hope you’re safe.” 
Six straight pages, bringing the flyers posted 
in bus shelters and on telephone poles and 
storefronts and construction fences all over 
town into our homes. 

As the always insightful Richard Gold-
stein wrote in his piece about disaster movies 
coming to life, “Americans can tolerate  a lot 
of things, but ambiguity isn’t one of them.” 

THE DANGER NOW:
THE “GRAND THEFT PARTY”

Twenty years ago, fanatics hijacked four 
planes and killed nearly 3,000 Americans. 
Some of the reasons that their leader, 
Osama bin Laden, gave for the attacks were 
“oppression, tyranny, crimes, killing, expul-
sion, destruction, and devastation” of Mus-
lims around the world, coupling it 
specifically with U.S. support of Israel. Bin 
Laden was aided by the Taliban in Afghani-
stan, a regime that, as a recent Council on 
Foreign Relations report notes, was well 
known to have “neglected social services 
and other basic state functions even as its 
Ministry for the Promotion of Virtue and 
Prevention of Vice enforced prohibitions on 
behavior the Taliban deemed un-Islamic. It 
required women to wear the head-to-toe 
burqa, or chadri; banned music and televi-
sion; and jailed men whose beards it 
deemed too short.” Two decades later, the 
Taliban remains a brutal, and increasingly 
powerful, oppressor in Afghanistan.

Back in 2001, President George W. Bush 
saw things starkly, stating in an address to 
Congress shortly after the attacks, “They 
hate what they see right here in this cham-
ber: a democratically elected government. 
Their leaders are self-appointed. They hate 

From the “Wish You Were Here” issue: Baby spoons, snow globes, refrigerator magnets, key 
chains. The Twin Towers were gone, and all that remained were memories and tchotchkes.
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THE HORROR THEN, 
THE DANGER NOW
The “Grand Theft Party” wants to steal your vote

By R.C. BAKER

O
n the morning of September 11, 
2001, I was on a Long Island Rail 
Road train, waiting to pull out of 
Penn Station. I was sipping take-out 
coffee and going through page proofs 

for that week’s Village Voice (dated Septem-
ber 18). 

This Tuesday morning train to the sub-
urbs, a reverse commute, was never 
crowded. Then two women got on, obvi-
ously upset, saying that a plane had flown 
into one of the World Trade Center towers, 
and it was on fire. Oh my god, that’s awful, I 

thought. I knew that back in 1945, a B-25 
bomber had hit the Empire State Building 
while flying in thick fog, and I assumed this 
was another such horrible accident. I went 
back to my page proofs. The cover photo de-
picted a pair of gloved hands on a chain-link 
fence, illustrating a story about an expected 
face-off between Washington, D.C., police 
and protesters at an upcoming International 
Monetary Fund meeting. As I was checking 
ad proofs (advertising paid the bills, so I 
scrutinized the latest Big Apple Futons ad 
for typos as closely as the cover), a dishev-

eled office worker rushed into the car, gasp-
ing, “Why are the trains just sitting here? We 
need to leave! They’re attacking us!” He ran 
through the connecting doors toward the 
front of the train, seeming to want to get 
closer to Long Island. I figured he was a gar-
den-variety mass-transit nutjob, and was re-
lieved that he wasn’t going to sit next to me. 
Some minutes later, we came aboveground 
in Queens, near where I lived, and I regis-
tered with a shock that the guy who’d rushed 
through the train cars was no loony. Both 
towers were burning, and I realized that we 
were at war. 

THE HORROR THEN:
“WHAT THE HELL’S GOING ON?” 

Cell phones were far from ubiquitous in 2001, 
but I had a company Nokia, a candy bar 
model. I pulled a laminated card of Voice 
emergency numbers from my wallet and 
called the editor in chief, Don Forst. No sig-
nal. A man asked if he could use my phone to 
call his wife. I handed it to him. He had no 
luck either. We took turns dialing. There was 
no signal when I tried calling my wife at our 
apartment in Long Island City. I dialed Don 
again. He answered. I told him that the hands 
climbing the fence for a protest in D.C. didn’t 
feel right anymore, with the city under attack.

An old daily newspaper guy, Don said 
something along the lines of, “Baker, you’re 
on your way to the printing plant. They’re 
plating up—it’s too late. We’ll cover every-
thing next week.”

My fellow passenger called his wife. No 
signal again. Neither of us could get through. 
He said, “I gotta get off the train and go 
back,” and he did, at the next stop. Maybe, 
like me, he was reverse commuting and his 
wife was still in the city, and he realized his 
job on Long Island could wait. Mine couldn’t. 
My phone buzzed. Don said we were getting 
a new cover, and told me to find a page for a 
story. I told him there was a house ad for our 
upcoming Best of NYC issue on page three 
that could be killed. 

“Good. I have a cover and full-page story 
coming.” 

I tried calling the plant. Nothing. Many 
calls home went nowhere, until finally, one 
went through. “Hello?! Hello!?” We both 
started talking at once. My wife had seen the 
second plane hit while walking our dogs on 
the neighborhood’s East River pier. People 
had gathered to watch the first tower burn, 
but with the second explosion, someone in 
the small crowd said, “Everything’s 
changed.” 

I got off the train in Farmingdale. The cab-

20 Years On

As the towers burn, citizens watch in horror or stream away from the carnage. Cary Conover’s 
picture captures much more than a thousands words’ worth of stories from that Tuesday morning, 
such as a campaign poster for Mark Green, an earnest mayoral candidate running in that day’s 
Democratic primary. With the pile of rubble burning downtown and dust clouding large swathes of 
the city, few would go to the polls, and their votes would not count anyway—the primary would be 
rescheduled for two weeks later and Green would go on to lose to Democrat-turned-Republican 
Mike Bloomberg in the general election. To the right, actor Kiefer Sutherland looks uptown 
from a billboard for a groundbreaking new action series coming to Fox: 24. Because of the �irst 

episode’s climactic scene of an exploding airplane, the scheduled fall premiere was pushed back 
to November. The show was wildly popular, even if Sutherland’s Jack Bauer was quick to torture 
suspects to extract information as the show’s clock counted down to various apocalypses. Bauer’s 
excesses were decried by human rights advocates (though some admitted to loving the show) 
and professors who taught the law of war, one of whom said that while teaching that torture was 
ineff ective, cadets at West Point would interject comments such as, “Yeah? Well, did you see Jack 
Bauer last night? He shot a prisoner right in the knee, and that dude talked.” Sutherland, for his 
part, opined, “It’s a television show. We’re not telling you to try this at home.”
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bie taking me on the quick ride to the News-
day plant, where we printed the Voice, asked, 
“What the hell’s going on? The radio says one 
of the World Trade towers is down.” I told 
him I didn’t know any details. He said it was 
terrorists, and I said they were certainly that. 

As usual when I arrived, the final Voice 
plates were being processed. The press man-
ager was not happy about holding some of 
their presses to wait for revised pages—News-
day was going to have many special editions 
to get out that day. Much yelling ensued, but 
printing the Voice’s 220,000 copies each 
week was an important commercial job, so 
they started running only the middle section, 
letting the two presses that ran our front and 
back “jacket” section sit idle when I prom-
ised it would only be 15 minutes. I’d been 
writing for the paper for seven years by then, 
and knew I was lying, and they probably did 
too, but they waited. And Alisa Solomon was 
a hell of a lot faster writer than me—the page 
came quicker than I could’ve imagined. The 
cover, too—with a photo taken by a man 
Alisa met on the street. No one remembers 
his name. Cary Conover, the photographer 
who shot the hands on the chain-link fence, 
remained credited for the cover on the Con-
tents page. No one thought to change it. It 
was the only issue Cary ever had a cover 
credit for. 

The new front page, when it popped up on 
a computer in Newsday’s production depart-
ment, was a shock—a tight view of the sec-
ond plane exploding, the moment 
everything had, indeed, changed. I was 
taken aback by the headline: “THE BAS-
TARDS!” It seemed more a blunt exclama-
tion along the lines of what Rupert 
Murdoch’s Post or the Daily News would 
come up with. But, like I said, Don had been 
in the newspaper business a long time—I 
wasn’t going to argue with him. While the 
new plates were processing, I called from 
Newsday’s landline and got through to my 
wife again. She had, after numerous at-
tempts, reached her sister in San Diego and 
read off all the important numbers in our ad-
dress book, so that friends and our far-flung 
families would know we were OK, and, as 
the crow (or jet plane) flies, some miles from 
the attack.

As the pressmen locked the revised plates 
onto the presses, I read the proof of Solo-
mon’s article. She’d been downtown when it 
happened, taking the visceral brunt of that 
second blast. I had been so busy, I hadn’t re-
ally experienced it. But Alisa had, and I was 
impressed with her presence of mind as she 
kept the bigger picture of American values in 
mind: “The terrible human casualties of to-
day’s attacks haven’t even begun to be 
counted yet. Some of the intangible ones to 
come are obvious—the First Amendment, 
for starters.” 

Then I got to work, checking all the 
presses. In retrospect, I was glad to have 
been busy with proofs and color registration 
and ink density all morning—it spared me 
from watching the towers fall over and over 
again on TV, a nightmarish loop too many 
friends and family later told me they regret-
ted partaking of.  

A few hours later, once the pressmen had 
zeroed in on the pages and they were all 
looking good, I went out to the loading dock, 

where dozens of skids were already piled 
high with thousands of copies of the 192-
page paper. I was always impressed with the 
finished product, but on that day I felt doubly 
so. My last chore every Tuesday was to check 
with the dispatcher to confirm that the deliv-
ery trucks were on time. He shrugged and 
told me that the skids were just going to sit in 
the trailers in the parking lot; no trucks were 
being allowed into the city until further no-
tice, though we might get some smaller vans 
into town by the next day. So I loaded up my 
laptop case and messenger bag with as many 
copies as I could carry, and one of the press 
managers gave me a lift to the train station. 

I can still picture those long platforms, 
empty on the Manhattan-bound side save for 
me and maybe two other forlorn passengers. 
Across the tracks, I watched two trains dis-
gorge frantic citizens who had been told—or 
just decided—to get the hell out of Dodge. I 
don’t remember if there were loved ones 
waiting and waving to them or not; I just re-
member the emptiness on my side and 
throngs like something out of a disaster 
movie on the other.

A couple of trains went past without stop-
ping, probably to expedite getting the maxi-
mum number of folks quickly out of the 
danger zone. A man came up the steps, 
looked up and down the tracks, and said, 
“You see what those goddamn bastards 
did?” 

“I did,” I replied. “And I got a couple hun-
dred thousand copies of this going nowhere, 
but you certainly need one.” 

I handed him a copy. “Yeah. That’s right,” 
he agreed. “Bastards.” 

A train finally took me into the city, and 
then I walked from Penn Station to the Voice 
offices, in the East Village. Were the subways 
closed? Traffic stopped? Some things are 
crystal clear in my memory, helped by notes I 
made for a story that was never finished. 
Other details are as hazy as the acrid smoke 
that hung over the streets, getting thicker as I 
headed downtown. At 14th Street I had to 
show my Voice ID, with its Cooper Square ad-
dress, to get past the police barricades.

I found Don and gave him a copy. He 
waved me his thanks because he was on the 
phone, already lining up some article for the 
next issue. Later in the week, I told him that I 
hadn’t been sure about his headline, but that 
going by the reaction it got on the train plat-
form, his instinct was sound. He nodded. 
“That’s nothing. Wait’ll you see this week’s.” 

Sure, I’m prejudiced, but no publication in 
the city or the nation came close to the bitter-
sweet beauty of the Voice’s “Wish You Were 
Here” cover, the small subhead, “After the 
Fall,” adding to the sense of loss the city felt 
for those stalwart towers and all who occu-
pied them. (See Alisa Solomon’s “Witness to 
the Fall,” in this issue.) Blunt and utilitarian, 
the World Trade Center lacked the monu-
mental grace of the Empire State Building or 
the art deco élan of the Chrysler Building, 
but its sheer size made it a downtown beacon 
that instantly oriented tourists and more di-
rectionally challenged New Yorkers. Plus, its 
spectacular views of the metropolis were 
great for wowing out-of-town guests. 

But there was so much more beyond the 
cover of that September 25, 2001, issue. Even 
as the wreckage downtown burned (and 

would, through December), Voice writers 
and artists grappled with the who, what, 
when, where, and, most crucially, the why of 
the attack. A photo of a face mask on the 
Contents page startles now, a portrait of PPE 
for workers toiling amid the atomized parti-
cles of concrete, steel, glass, plastic, asbestos, 
wood, paper—everything that constituted 
the skyscrapers and the people who had 
been inside them.

Turning the pages brought Nat Hentoff 
on the dangers of a new brand of McCarthy-
ism rising from the WTC ashes, James 
Ridgeway on the coming quagmire in Af-
ghanistan, Robin Holland’s portraits of first 
responders, Robert Sietsema on the resil-
ience of immigrant shopkeepers, Kareem 
Fahim on the history of hate crimes against 
Arabs and Muslims, Lynn Yaeger on an even 
more surreal than usual fashion week, C. 
Carr on artists gone missing from their WTC 
studios, and so much more. Photographer 
André Souroujon lent gravitas to kitsch in his 
portraits of tourist-trap WTC tchotchkes. 
(He also took that issue’s cover photograph.) 
And then there were the columns of “miss-
ing” notices: “For Uncle Lee. 90th Floor, 2nd 
building. Did you make it? Still don’t know. 
We all cried for you today. I wait by the phone 
run run run faster please please you are 
strong just keep running. I hope you’re safe.” 
Six straight pages, bringing the flyers posted 
in bus shelters and on telephone poles and 
storefronts and construction fences all over 
town into our homes. 

As the always insightful Richard Gold-
stein wrote in his piece about disaster movies 
coming to life, “Americans can tolerate  a lot 
of things, but ambiguity isn’t one of them.” 

THE DANGER NOW:
THE “GRAND THEFT PARTY”

Twenty years ago, fanatics hijacked four 
planes and killed nearly 3,000 Americans. 
Some of the reasons that their leader, 
Osama bin Laden, gave for the attacks were 
“oppression, tyranny, crimes, killing, expul-
sion, destruction, and devastation” of Mus-
lims around the world, coupling it 
specifically with U.S. support of Israel. Bin 
Laden was aided by the Taliban in Afghani-
stan, a regime that, as a recent Council on 
Foreign Relations report notes, was well 
known to have “neglected social services 
and other basic state functions even as its 
Ministry for the Promotion of Virtue and 
Prevention of Vice enforced prohibitions on 
behavior the Taliban deemed un-Islamic. It 
required women to wear the head-to-toe 
burqa, or chadri; banned music and televi-
sion; and jailed men whose beards it 
deemed too short.” Two decades later, the 
Taliban remains a brutal, and increasingly 
powerful, oppressor in Afghanistan.

Back in 2001, President George W. Bush 
saw things starkly, stating in an address to 
Congress shortly after the attacks, “They 
hate what they see right here in this cham-
ber: a democratically elected government. 
Their leaders are self-appointed. They hate 

From the “Wish You Were Here” issue: Baby spoons, snow globes, refrigerator magnets, key 
chains. The Twin Towers were gone, and all that remained were memories and tchotchkes.
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24 our freedoms: our freedom of religion, our 
freedom of speech, our freedom to vote and 
assemble and disagree with each other.”

And yet, as devastating as the loss of life 
and sheer destruction was on 9/11, the plan-
ning had indeed come from “they,” from 
leaders outside of America. As the 20th an-
niversary of that terrible morning arrives, 
we can look back at a more recent attack on 
American soil, the January 6 insurrection at 
the Capitol. Videos and photos shot on that 
day—including selfies by proud insurrec-
tionists—clearly portray a violent mob beat-
ing police officers, smashing windows, 
breaking down doors, and chasing lawmak-
ers, staffers, and officers through the build-
ing in hopes of in some way overturning the 
lawful election of Joe Biden as president. 
This irruption of hate has deep roots in 
American extremism, whether the Ku Klux 
Klan’s post–Civil War legacy of intimidating 
and murdering Black Americans, the Ger-
man American Bund holding a massive pro-
Hitler rally in Madison Square Garden in 
1939, David Duke building up a new 
“KKKK” (Knights of the Ku Klux Klan) in 
the 1970s, gun enthusiast Timothy McVeigh 
bombing a federal building in Oklahoma 
City (killing 168 people) in 1995, and on and 
on, right up to the 2017 “Unite the Right” 
rally in Charlottesville, Virginia, which fea-
tured marchers proudly lofting Confeder-
ate and Nazi flags. President Trump 
famously said of the rally, where a woman 
was killed when a Nazi sympathizer 
rammed his car into a group of counterpro-
testers, that there were “very fine people on 
both sides,” a skewed sentiment when one 
side prominently displays symbols that, be-
fore they stand for anything else, are un-
abashed paeans to slavery and genocide. 

But tyrants have always fostered ha-
tred—it makes governing simpler when you 
can divide everyone into Us vs. an ever-in-
creasingly demonized Them. In contrast, 
democracy requires the slow, steady work 
of consensus building, of horse-trading, of 
finding something in your opponents’ poli-
cies that you can accept. Authoritarians 
have no truck with nuance or understand-
ing—only the maximum leader has the true 
answers to everything, and so is justified in 
sending followers out to intimidate, beat, 
and even kill political opponents. The su-
preme example is of course Adolf Hitler, 
who rose to power in an educated, modern 
democracy. But his Nazi party famously 
held representative government in con-
tempt. As Minister of Propaganda Joseph 
Goebbels said of Germany’s parliament: 
“We enter the Reichstag to arm ourselves 
with the weapons of democracy. If democ-
racy is foolish enough to give us free railway 
passes and salaries, that is its problem. It 
does not concern us. Any way of bringing 
about the revolution is fine by us.” Later, he 
was even more sardonic: “This will always 
remain one of the best jokes of democracy, 
that it gave its deadly enemies the means by 
which it was destroyed.” 

The Germany that turned to Hitler had 
suffered through the calamities of a lost war 
and economic depression. A passionate, 
scornful, and sarcastic orator, Hitler offered 
culprits for Germans to blame: the Jews, the 
Communists, the free press, and democrati-

cally elected lawmakers, as well as mem-
bers of the intelligentsia—which was 
ultimately fortunate in that many skilled 
scientists fled Germany for America in the 
1930s, a major reason that Franklin Roos-
evelt’s government, rather than Hitler’s re-
gime, created the atomic bombs that ended 
World War II.

Donald Trump, while by all accounts not 
much of a student of history, grasps these 

tactics of division and the Big Lie—the repe-
tition of a concept, however ludicrous, over 
and over until it builds to a chorus outshout-
ing any opposition. The biggest and most 
insidious of Trump’s multitude of false-
hoods is that he won re-election in 2020.

Such propaganda is nothing new for the 
former reality TV star. During the 2016 
campaign, in an unprecedented provoca-
tion, Trump would not say whether he 
would accept the results of the election if he 
lost. Since his own polls showed him to be 
behind (he lost the popular vote by over 2.8 
million votes), he was already promoting 
the idea that the election would be rigged. 
And he mocked centuries of precedent at a 
rally late in the campaign: “I would like to 
promise and pledge, to all of my voters and 
supporters and to all of the people of the 
United States, that I will totally accept the 
results of this great and historic presidential 
election—if I win.”

And remember that on the night of the 
2018 midterm elections, results initially 
looked bad for Democrats. But as mail-in 
ballots were counted in subsequent days, a 
Blue Bust in the House turned into a Blue 
Wave (even a Blue Tsunami, depending on 
how a given pundit viewed the Democrats’ 
net gain of 41 House seats). Trump lost no 
time in attacking the validity of mail-in vot-
ing and impugning the competence of the 
U.S. Postal Service. A president who fa-
mously said, “I alone can fix it,” was never 
shy about attacking the capabilities of any 
person or institution. But of all the “stupid,” 
“fat,” “incompetent,” “wacko,” “dishon-

est,” “corrupt,” “mini,” “short,” “lying,” 
“evil,” “foolish,” “unhinged,” “sloppy,” 
“sleepy,” “little,” “low energy,” “failing,” 
“disastrous,” “begging,” etc., labels he 
tweeted at those he saw as enemies (many 
of whom once worked for his administra-
tion or his businesses), his most treacherous 
canard was calling Joe Biden a “Fake Presi-
dent!” on December 26, 2020. 

Eleven days later, encouraged by 
Trump’s years of attacking election integ-
rity and emboldened by a speech in which 
the president told them, “And we fight. We 
fight like hell. And if you don’t fight like hell, 
you’re not going to have a country any-
more,” his supporters attacked the Capitol. 

It has been widely reported that one stu-
dent of history who did see this mayhem 
coming was General Mark Milley, chairman 
of the joint chiefs of staff. As Trump contin-
ued to spread the lie that the election had 
been stolen from him, Milley—like many 
citizens who were familiar with how Hitler 

came to power—saw the prevarications as 
laying the groundwork for a “Reichstag mo-
ment,” a reference to the 1933 burning of 
the debating chamber and gilded cupola of 
Germany’s parliament building. Hitler used 
the arson attack (which may have been per-
petrated by his own followers) as an excuse 
to consolidate power through force, since 
his party constituted only a third of the seats 
in that body. Milley reportedly watched the 
January 6 uprising in disgust, and some 
days later, at a military drill in the run-up to 
Biden’s inauguration, said, “These guys are 
Nazis, they’re Boogaloo Boys, they’re Proud 
Boys. These are the same people we fought 
in World War II.” 

A week later, Milley was sitting behind 
the Obamas at the ceremony, and has been 
quoted as telling the former First Lady that 
because of the peaceful transfer of power 
taking place before them, “No one has a big-
ger smile today than I do”—even if it 
couldn’t be seen under his mask.  

But that smile might not last long if the 
Grand Old Party has its way in the coming 
years. 

The only thing that rose faster than racial 
and ethnic hatred during the Trump years 
was the bottom line of the super-wealthy, 
largely due to the Republican’s 2017 tax 
cuts, which, because they heavily favored 
the highest income brackets, passed with 
zero support from the Democrats. (In a re-
cent Time magazine article, law professor 
Daniel Markovits points out that from 
March to December 2020, the richest 1 per-
cent of Americans gained over $7 trillion of 
wealth while tens of millions of their fellow 
citizens lost income during a once-in-a-life-
time pandemic.) A long history of retro-
grade tax policies under GOP presidents 
provides more than enough reason to up-
date the Republicans’ nickname to the 
“Grand Theft Party.” Yet inequitable mone-
tary policy is just pocket change compared 
to the heist of our electoral system that the 
minority party has long pursued, by consis-
tently seeking to disenfranchise voters who 
are not older and white. 

Back in 1980, the extremely influential 
conservative activist Paul Weyrich told fol-
lowers of what was even then a party made 
up mostly of straight, white, Christian vot-
ers, “Many of our Christians have what I call 
the ‘goo-goo’ syndrome: Good Government. 
They want everybody to vote. I don’t want 
everybody to vote. Elections are not won by 
a majority of people, they never have been 
from the beginning of our country, and they 
are not now. As a matter of fact, our leverage 
in the elections quite candidly goes up as the 
voting populace goes down.” 

Considering that the Republicans have 
lost the popular vote in five of the past six 
presidential elections (W. Bush came in half 
a million popular votes behind Al Gore in 
2000, but prevailed over John Kerry in 
2004), Weyrich can be viewed as a Republi-
can seer. Indeed, the GTP has long ruled as 
a minority party, through the lopsided force 
of the U.S. Senate. A Vox study last Novem-
ber calculated that over 41 million more 
Americans are represented by the 50 Dem-
ocratic senators than by the 50 Republicans. 
In other words, if you vote in Wyoming, 
your ballot wields 68 times more power 
than if you’re voting in the much more 
densely populated California. One example 
of how this minority rule distorts the intent 
of voters: Brett Kavanaugh was appointed to 
the Supreme Court by senators represent-
ing only 44% of the American people. Ear-
lier, Trump’s first pick, Neil Gorsuch, beat 
that low tally by one percentage point; sena-
tors voting for Amy Coney Barrett’s ap-
pointment represented 13 and a half million 
fewer constituents than those saying nay. 
The fact that Republican Senator Mitch Mc-
Connell nuked the filibuster rule for SCO-
TUS appointments to get Gorsuch through 
is another example of the Republican’s tyr-
anny of the minority. 

The Grand Theft Party, aware that it ap-
peals to a shrinking demographic, is follow-
ing Trump, their de facto leader, down the 
road of incendiary lies, which, unsurpris-
ingly, has led to death threats  against their 
adversaries. Election officials across the na-
tion have received images of nooses in their 
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Cary Conover’s photo, intended for the cover of 
the Voice published on September 11, 2001. It 
was meant to illustrate a “Mondo Washington” 
story, “An Uncivil War,” but was never used.
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emails; a 311 call in Philadelphia warned that 
election workers would learn “the hard way 
why the Second Amendment exists.” Joseph 
diGenova, one of Trump’s campaign lawyers, 
said that a federal official charged with over-
seeing election security should be “drawn 
and quartered” and “taken out at dawn and 
shot” for not backing Trump’s falsehoods 
about stolen votes. Of course, the lawyer later 
said that he’d been joking. Recall that Joseph 
Goebbels was always one for a good joke. 

Beyond threats, GTP officials around the 
country are using the smokescreen of al-
leged voter fraud to pass restrictions on ab-
sentee voting, ballot drop-off locations, and 
polling times, seeking to drive down voter 
participation among the young, poor, non-
white, and working classes. (Remember 
Weyrich’s formula: fewer voters = more Re-
publican elected officials.) While Trump 
and his supporters crying election fraud 
have had more than 50 court cases dis-
missed since he lost, last November (none 
have succeeded), Republicans continue to 
seek end runs around democracy. 

A new bipartisan organization, the States  
United Democracy Center, is warning of “a 
particularly dangerous trend within the 
larger voter suppression landscape: many 
state legislatures are pursuing a strategy to 
politicize, criminalize, and interfere in elec-
tion administration. Their course of action 
threatens the foundations of fair, profes-
sional, and non-partisan elections.” Need-
less to say, the legislatures referred to are 
currently led by Republicans. The Democ-
racy Center’s detailed report covers “sham 
‘audits’ of voting results,” such as the one 
that has been stumbling along in Arizona 
for months, as well as “the wave of bills 
across the country that make needless 
changes to the design of our election admin-
istration systems solely for partisan advan-
tage—a trend that jeopardizes the core 
democratic principle that elections should 
be a level playing field for all.” 

As far as the courts are concerned, actual 
election fraud is exceedingly rare; this re-
port and many others reveal how the GTP is 
“fixing” a problem that doesn’t exist, in 
hopes of sowing confusion and doubt about 
the electoral process itself.

Trump accomplished little that was posi-
tive in his single term, and has undermined 
his greatest achievement, the “warp speed” 
coronavirus vaccine, by rhetorically (and 
hypocritically, since he got the shot) siding 
with those who refuse to take it. His legacy is 
a party that is closer to a cult than a political 
organization—only two national Republi-
cans, Representatives Liz Cheney and Adam 
Kinzinger, have spoken out with any consis-
tency against Trump’s patently authoritar-
ian, anti-American behavior. Add to that his 
penchant for attacking the competence of 
anyone simply doing their job—whether po-
lice officers, FBI agents, politicians, scien-
tists, doctors, entertainers, athletes, election 
officials—if they disagree with him. His end-
less campaign of lies and division makes it so 
much harder for us to work together as citi-
zens toward common goals. 

It doesn’t have to be that way. Over the 
decades, I’ve worked with many pressmen 
(and they were mostly men) who did not 
agree with stories the Voice had printed. But 

they were proud craftsmen, and the skills of 
a few have stayed with me. There was one 
guy who would take nail clippers to the 
guide notches of all the plates going onto a 
particularly worn print cylinder, in order to 
ever so slightly shift the printing dots for 
better color registration. Another used an 
array of tiny shims that he would stick to the 
backs of plates to similarly nail the color. 
Then there was the PIC (pressman in 
charge) who cursed the whole time about 
what a pain in the ass I was looking over his 
shoulder, even as he obsessively adjusted 
the press’s water levels to get deep, rich 
black tones without the ink showing 
through on the opposite sides of the thin 
newsprint. Too often the guys were just 
printing tomorrow’s fish-wrap, but they 

took genuine pride in showing me how 
great they could make the Voice look. 

A decade or so after 9/11, I was watching 
copies of the paper coming off a press at the 
rate of nearly a dozen per second. I was 
complaining to one of the press managers 
about a page that was remaining stubbornly 
out of register. He took the paper from me, 
and I followed him up the chutes ’n’ ladders 
catwalks to where he used a wrench to make 
a minute adjustment to a bolt I could barely 
see, buried as it was under a layer of dried 
ink and paper dust. Next time I looked, the 
page was tight as a drum. The man was a 
mechanical wizard, somehow keeping the 
press’s thousands of moving parts perfectly 
synchronized to maximize the quality of ev-
ery issue, whether it was a 40- or 140-page 

edition. I enjoyed working and talking with 
him, even though we were political oppo-
sites—he was always happy to inform me 
that my newspaper’s opinions were crap.

He was also the first person who ever 
said to me—I think it was in response to an 
article about the upcoming 2012 election 
between President Obama and Senator Mitt 
Romney—that conservatives like him 
needed “to take America back.” I replied, 
“Do me a favor. Please don’t do it until I’ve 
got this issue onto the trucks.” 

And he laughed. We both did. A decade 
ago, we could. Because we respected that 
we were both serious about our jobs, and 
just trying to make a buck. 

Back then, America was big enough for 
both of us.
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25our freedoms: our freedom of religion, our 
freedom of speech, our freedom to vote and 
assemble and disagree with each other.”

And yet, as devastating as the loss of life 
and sheer destruction was on 9/11, the plan-
ning had indeed come from “they,” from 
leaders outside of America. As the 20th an-
niversary of that terrible morning arrives, 
we can look back at a more recent attack on 
American soil, the January 6 insurrection at 
the Capitol. Videos and photos shot on that 
day—including selfies by proud insurrec-
tionists—clearly portray a violent mob beat-
ing police officers, smashing windows, 
breaking down doors, and chasing lawmak-
ers, staffers, and officers through the build-
ing in hopes of in some way overturning the 
lawful election of Joe Biden as president. 
This irruption of hate has deep roots in 
American extremism, whether the Ku Klux 
Klan’s post–Civil War legacy of intimidating 
and murdering Black Americans, the Ger-
man American Bund holding a massive pro-
Hitler rally in Madison Square Garden in 
1939, David Duke building up a new 
“KKKK” (Knights of the Ku Klux Klan) in 
the 1970s, gun enthusiast Timothy McVeigh 
bombing a federal building in Oklahoma 
City (killing 168 people) in 1995, and on and 
on, right up to the 2017 “Unite the Right” 
rally in Charlottesville, Virginia, which fea-
tured marchers proudly lofting Confeder-
ate and Nazi flags. President Trump 
famously said of the rally, where a woman 
was killed when a Nazi sympathizer 
rammed his car into a group of counterpro-
testers, that there were “very fine people on 
both sides,” a skewed sentiment when one 
side prominently displays symbols that, be-
fore they stand for anything else, are un-
abashed paeans to slavery and genocide. 

But tyrants have always fostered ha-
tred—it makes governing simpler when you 
can divide everyone into Us vs. an ever-in-
creasingly demonized Them. In contrast, 
democracy requires the slow, steady work 
of consensus building, of horse-trading, of 
finding something in your opponents’ poli-
cies that you can accept. Authoritarians 
have no truck with nuance or understand-
ing—only the maximum leader has the true 
answers to everything, and so is justified in 
sending followers out to intimidate, beat, 
and even kill political opponents. The su-
preme example is of course Adolf Hitler, 
who rose to power in an educated, modern 
democracy. But his Nazi party famously 
held representative government in con-
tempt. As Minister of Propaganda Joseph 
Goebbels said of Germany’s parliament: 
“We enter the Reichstag to arm ourselves 
with the weapons of democracy. If democ-
racy is foolish enough to give us free railway 
passes and salaries, that is its problem. It 
does not concern us. Any way of bringing 
about the revolution is fine by us.” Later, he 
was even more sardonic: “This will always 
remain one of the best jokes of democracy, 
that it gave its deadly enemies the means by 
which it was destroyed.” 

The Germany that turned to Hitler had 
suffered through the calamities of a lost war 
and economic depression. A passionate, 
scornful, and sarcastic orator, Hitler offered 
culprits for Germans to blame: the Jews, the 
Communists, the free press, and democrati-

cally elected lawmakers, as well as mem-
bers of the intelligentsia—which was 
ultimately fortunate in that many skilled 
scientists fled Germany for America in the 
1930s, a major reason that Franklin Roos-
evelt’s government, rather than Hitler’s re-
gime, created the atomic bombs that ended 
World War II.

Donald Trump, while by all accounts not 
much of a student of history, grasps these 

tactics of division and the Big Lie—the repe-
tition of a concept, however ludicrous, over 
and over until it builds to a chorus outshout-
ing any opposition. The biggest and most 
insidious of Trump’s multitude of false-
hoods is that he won re-election in 2020.

Such propaganda is nothing new for the 
former reality TV star. During the 2016 
campaign, in an unprecedented provoca-
tion, Trump would not say whether he 
would accept the results of the election if he 
lost. Since his own polls showed him to be 
behind (he lost the popular vote by over 2.8 
million votes), he was already promoting 
the idea that the election would be rigged. 
And he mocked centuries of precedent at a 
rally late in the campaign: “I would like to 
promise and pledge, to all of my voters and 
supporters and to all of the people of the 
United States, that I will totally accept the 
results of this great and historic presidential 
election—if I win.”

And remember that on the night of the 
2018 midterm elections, results initially 
looked bad for Democrats. But as mail-in 
ballots were counted in subsequent days, a 
Blue Bust in the House turned into a Blue 
Wave (even a Blue Tsunami, depending on 
how a given pundit viewed the Democrats’ 
net gain of 41 House seats). Trump lost no 
time in attacking the validity of mail-in vot-
ing and impugning the competence of the 
U.S. Postal Service. A president who fa-
mously said, “I alone can fix it,” was never 
shy about attacking the capabilities of any 
person or institution. But of all the “stupid,” 
“fat,” “incompetent,” “wacko,” “dishon-

est,” “corrupt,” “mini,” “short,” “lying,” 
“evil,” “foolish,” “unhinged,” “sloppy,” 
“sleepy,” “little,” “low energy,” “failing,” 
“disastrous,” “begging,” etc., labels he 
tweeted at those he saw as enemies (many 
of whom once worked for his administra-
tion or his businesses), his most treacherous 
canard was calling Joe Biden a “Fake Presi-
dent!” on December 26, 2020. 

Eleven days later, encouraged by 
Trump’s years of attacking election integ-
rity and emboldened by a speech in which 
the president told them, “And we fight. We 
fight like hell. And if you don’t fight like hell, 
you’re not going to have a country any-
more,” his supporters attacked the Capitol. 

It has been widely reported that one stu-
dent of history who did see this mayhem 
coming was General Mark Milley, chairman 
of the joint chiefs of staff. As Trump contin-
ued to spread the lie that the election had 
been stolen from him, Milley—like many 
citizens who were familiar with how Hitler 

came to power—saw the prevarications as 
laying the groundwork for a “Reichstag mo-
ment,” a reference to the 1933 burning of 
the debating chamber and gilded cupola of 
Germany’s parliament building. Hitler used 
the arson attack (which may have been per-
petrated by his own followers) as an excuse 
to consolidate power through force, since 
his party constituted only a third of the seats 
in that body. Milley reportedly watched the 
January 6 uprising in disgust, and some 
days later, at a military drill in the run-up to 
Biden’s inauguration, said, “These guys are 
Nazis, they’re Boogaloo Boys, they’re Proud 
Boys. These are the same people we fought 
in World War II.” 

A week later, Milley was sitting behind 
the Obamas at the ceremony, and has been 
quoted as telling the former First Lady that 
because of the peaceful transfer of power 
taking place before them, “No one has a big-
ger smile today than I do”—even if it 
couldn’t be seen under his mask.  

But that smile might not last long if the 
Grand Old Party has its way in the coming 
years. 

The only thing that rose faster than racial 
and ethnic hatred during the Trump years 
was the bottom line of the super-wealthy, 
largely due to the Republican’s 2017 tax 
cuts, which, because they heavily favored 
the highest income brackets, passed with 
zero support from the Democrats. (In a re-
cent Time magazine article, law professor 
Daniel Markovits points out that from 
March to December 2020, the richest 1 per-
cent of Americans gained over $7 trillion of 
wealth while tens of millions of their fellow 
citizens lost income during a once-in-a-life-
time pandemic.) A long history of retro-
grade tax policies under GOP presidents 
provides more than enough reason to up-
date the Republicans’ nickname to the 
“Grand Theft Party.” Yet inequitable mone-
tary policy is just pocket change compared 
to the heist of our electoral system that the 
minority party has long pursued, by consis-
tently seeking to disenfranchise voters who 
are not older and white. 

Back in 1980, the extremely influential 
conservative activist Paul Weyrich told fol-
lowers of what was even then a party made 
up mostly of straight, white, Christian vot-
ers, “Many of our Christians have what I call 
the ‘goo-goo’ syndrome: Good Government. 
They want everybody to vote. I don’t want 
everybody to vote. Elections are not won by 
a majority of people, they never have been 
from the beginning of our country, and they 
are not now. As a matter of fact, our leverage 
in the elections quite candidly goes up as the 
voting populace goes down.” 

Considering that the Republicans have 
lost the popular vote in five of the past six 
presidential elections (W. Bush came in half 
a million popular votes behind Al Gore in 
2000, but prevailed over John Kerry in 
2004), Weyrich can be viewed as a Republi-
can seer. Indeed, the GTP has long ruled as 
a minority party, through the lopsided force 
of the U.S. Senate. A Vox study last Novem-
ber calculated that over 41 million more 
Americans are represented by the 50 Dem-
ocratic senators than by the 50 Republicans. 
In other words, if you vote in Wyoming, 
your ballot wields 68 times more power 
than if you’re voting in the much more 
densely populated California. One example 
of how this minority rule distorts the intent 
of voters: Brett Kavanaugh was appointed to 
the Supreme Court by senators represent-
ing only 44% of the American people. Ear-
lier, Trump’s first pick, Neil Gorsuch, beat 
that low tally by one percentage point; sena-
tors voting for Amy Coney Barrett’s ap-
pointment represented 13 and a half million 
fewer constituents than those saying nay. 
The fact that Republican Senator Mitch Mc-
Connell nuked the filibuster rule for SCO-
TUS appointments to get Gorsuch through 
is another example of the Republican’s tyr-
anny of the minority. 

The Grand Theft Party, aware that it ap-
peals to a shrinking demographic, is follow-
ing Trump, their de facto leader, down the 
road of incendiary lies, which, unsurpris-
ingly, has led to death threats  against their 
adversaries. Election officials across the na-
tion have received images of nooses in their 

Authoritarians 
have no truck 
with nuance or 
understanding—
only the maximum 
leader has the 
true answers to 
everything, and 
so is justifi ed in 
sending followers 
out to intimidate, 
beat, and even 
kill political 
opponents.

Cary Conover’s photo, intended for the cover of 
the Voice published on September 11, 2001. It 
was meant to illustrate a “Mondo Washington” 
story, “An Uncivil War,” but was never used.

C
ary C

onover

emails; a 311 call in Philadelphia warned that 
election workers would learn “the hard way 
why the Second Amendment exists.” Joseph 
diGenova, one of Trump’s campaign lawyers, 
said that a federal official charged with over-
seeing election security should be “drawn 
and quartered” and “taken out at dawn and 
shot” for not backing Trump’s falsehoods 
about stolen votes. Of course, the lawyer later 
said that he’d been joking. Recall that Joseph 
Goebbels was always one for a good joke. 

Beyond threats, GTP officials around the 
country are using the smokescreen of al-
leged voter fraud to pass restrictions on ab-
sentee voting, ballot drop-off locations, and 
polling times, seeking to drive down voter 
participation among the young, poor, non-
white, and working classes. (Remember 
Weyrich’s formula: fewer voters = more Re-
publican elected officials.) While Trump 
and his supporters crying election fraud 
have had more than 50 court cases dis-
missed since he lost, last November (none 
have succeeded), Republicans continue to 
seek end runs around democracy. 

A new bipartisan organization, the States  
United Democracy Center, is warning of “a 
particularly dangerous trend within the 
larger voter suppression landscape: many 
state legislatures are pursuing a strategy to 
politicize, criminalize, and interfere in elec-
tion administration. Their course of action 
threatens the foundations of fair, profes-
sional, and non-partisan elections.” Need-
less to say, the legislatures referred to are 
currently led by Republicans. The Democ-
racy Center’s detailed report covers “sham 
‘audits’ of voting results,” such as the one 
that has been stumbling along in Arizona 
for months, as well as “the wave of bills 
across the country that make needless 
changes to the design of our election admin-
istration systems solely for partisan advan-
tage—a trend that jeopardizes the core 
democratic principle that elections should 
be a level playing field for all.” 

As far as the courts are concerned, actual 
election fraud is exceedingly rare; this re-
port and many others reveal how the GTP is 
“fixing” a problem that doesn’t exist, in 
hopes of sowing confusion and doubt about 
the electoral process itself.

Trump accomplished little that was posi-
tive in his single term, and has undermined 
his greatest achievement, the “warp speed” 
coronavirus vaccine, by rhetorically (and 
hypocritically, since he got the shot) siding 
with those who refuse to take it. His legacy is 
a party that is closer to a cult than a political 
organization—only two national Republi-
cans, Representatives Liz Cheney and Adam 
Kinzinger, have spoken out with any consis-
tency against Trump’s patently authoritar-
ian, anti-American behavior. Add to that his 
penchant for attacking the competence of 
anyone simply doing their job—whether po-
lice officers, FBI agents, politicians, scien-
tists, doctors, entertainers, athletes, election 
officials—if they disagree with him. His end-
less campaign of lies and division makes it so 
much harder for us to work together as citi-
zens toward common goals. 

It doesn’t have to be that way. Over the 
decades, I’ve worked with many pressmen 
(and they were mostly men) who did not 
agree with stories the Voice had printed. But 

they were proud craftsmen, and the skills of 
a few have stayed with me. There was one 
guy who would take nail clippers to the 
guide notches of all the plates going onto a 
particularly worn print cylinder, in order to 
ever so slightly shift the printing dots for 
better color registration. Another used an 
array of tiny shims that he would stick to the 
backs of plates to similarly nail the color. 
Then there was the PIC (pressman in 
charge) who cursed the whole time about 
what a pain in the ass I was looking over his 
shoulder, even as he obsessively adjusted 
the press’s water levels to get deep, rich 
black tones without the ink showing 
through on the opposite sides of the thin 
newsprint. Too often the guys were just 
printing tomorrow’s fish-wrap, but they 

took genuine pride in showing me how 
great they could make the Voice look. 

A decade or so after 9/11, I was watching 
copies of the paper coming off a press at the 
rate of nearly a dozen per second. I was 
complaining to one of the press managers 
about a page that was remaining stubbornly 
out of register. He took the paper from me, 
and I followed him up the chutes ’n’ ladders 
catwalks to where he used a wrench to make 
a minute adjustment to a bolt I could barely 
see, buried as it was under a layer of dried 
ink and paper dust. Next time I looked, the 
page was tight as a drum. The man was a 
mechanical wizard, somehow keeping the 
press’s thousands of moving parts perfectly 
synchronized to maximize the quality of ev-
ery issue, whether it was a 40- or 140-page 

edition. I enjoyed working and talking with 
him, even though we were political oppo-
sites—he was always happy to inform me 
that my newspaper’s opinions were crap.

He was also the first person who ever 
said to me—I think it was in response to an 
article about the upcoming 2012 election 
between President Obama and Senator Mitt 
Romney—that conservatives like him 
needed “to take America back.” I replied, 
“Do me a favor. Please don’t do it until I’ve 
got this issue onto the trucks.” 

And he laughed. We both did. A decade 
ago, we could. Because we respected that 
we were both serious about our jobs, and 
just trying to make a buck. 

Back then, America was big enough for 
both of us.

Painting by Steve Rosenzweig
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TRIALS AND TRIUMPHS OF 
THE ‘TRIBUTE IN LIGHT’
“The big lighting rigs surrounding the pit illuminated the smoke, which 
made you think you could feel the buildings within the cloud.”
By Christian Viveros-Fauné

M
ost New Yorkers who were on the 
ground that day exhibit survivors’ 
recall—memories that grow simulta-
neously sharper, more imprecise, 
even contentious the further they 

move away from the event. 
The sky was not just blue, but “bluer than 

blue,” in imitation of Michael Johnson’s 
1978 sappy breakup song. The just-washed 
windowpane quality of the air that followed 
reports of Hurricane Erin simmering over 
the Atlantic obliterated memories of the 
thunderstorms that soaked the city on Sep-
tember 10. The planes that flew into the 
North and South Towers—depending on 
who does the telling—were initially either 
far away and small, tiny Cessnas circling 
King Kong–like structures, or close enough 
to fully come into view as Boeing 767s with 
American Airlines and United logos visible 
on the fuselage. 

For the 15 artists working on the North 
Tower’s 91st and 92nd floors as part of the 
World Views residency program, operated 
by the Lower Manhattan Cultural Council, 
the day’s memories contain fuzzy edges 
that, in some instances, grow barbed. Paul 
Myoda, then 34 years old and one of two 
artists behind the beloved 9/11 memorial 
Tribute in Light, remembers watching the 
disaster from the giant risers that are the 
Brooklyn Promenade. When the towers fell 
“the city disappeared,” he says, blotted out 
by a cloud of smoke and soot. Colombian-
American artist Monika Bravo, another 
World Views resident, filmed hours of time-
lapse thunderstorms over Manhattan on 
September 10—they constitute some of the 
last surviving footage taken from inside the 
towers. Her condensed video poem, Uno 
Nunca Muere La Víspera (One Never Dies on 
the Eve [of their death]), is dedicated to her 
friend Michael Richards, a gifted artist who 
died in the attacks after falling asleep in his 
studio watching the Denver Broncos beat 
the New York Giants 31 to 20.

Julian LaVerdiere, the other half of the 
artist duo responsible for Tribute in Light,  
then 30, remembers the first waking hours 
of September 11 as frankly irritating—he 
was running to fetch coffee and pastries for 
an early morning studio visit with the own-
ers of Lehmann Maupin Gallery—before 
turning to look south. The shock registered 
as inconvenience first, then as complete 
confusion: From the intersection of 29th 
Street and 11th Avenue he could see his 
world burn. As he told the directors of the 

2011 documentary Beyond 9/11: Portraits of 
Resilience: “The first plane struck right 
where our studio was. The feeling was like a 
disaster film—you don’t know what to do. 
Should I run to help? Should I run for provi-
sions? Is there going to be another attack? 
Then there was that eerie emptiness. What 
do you do now?”

Collated in anticipation of the 10-year 
anniversary of the attacks on the towers, Be-
yond 9/11 currently exists as a website, fea-
turing “interviews with survivors, first 
responders, and world leaders who took 
part in that fateful day.” Notably, it also fea-
tures the words and memories of profes-

sional symbol makers—folks the 
19th-century poet Percy Bysshe Shelley 
called “the unacknowledged legislators of 
the world.” Among the talking heads are 
LaVerdiere and Myoda—who, together with 
architects John Bennett, Gustavo Bone-
vardi, and Richard Nash Gould, and light-
ing consultant Paul Marantz—are credited 
with creating Tribute in Light. An annual 
commemoration of the attacks on Septem-
ber 11, Tribute in Light marshals 88 vertical 
searchlights in two skyscraping columns set 
atop a parking garage six blocks south of the 
World Trade Center. Visible from as many 
as 60 miles away, the lights represent the 
Twin Towers—a pair of luminous arms 
stretched out as far as the eye can see into 
the darkness. 

Twenty years after 9/11, it’s those radiant 
arms, among other efforts, that help New 
Yorkers and non–New Yorkers cope; to use a 
wellness metaphor, they help metabolize 
the disappearance of two colossally nonde-
script 110-story buildings and the loss of 
nearly 3,000 human beings—all of them 
spouses, children, brothers, sisters, parents, 
neighbors, friends. The following is the un-
told story of how that remarkable memorial 
came to be, as told by two of the men who 
are its intellectual authors: LaVerdiere and 
Myoda. Their tale involves far too many 
people to cover in this writing: hundreds of 
reporters and bureaucrats, tens of govern-

ment agencies and private organizations, 
scores of public-minded and self-serving 
politicians, thousands of nameless volun-
teers. If, as U.S. senators and New York City 
construction companies would have it, a 
camel is a horse designed by committee, 
then this luminous memorial—first called 
Phantom Towers, then Towers of Light, and 
eventually, Tribute in Light—is the world’s 
tallest unicorn. 

Twenty years after its unveiling, on 
March 11, 2002—six months after the Sep-
tember 11 attacks and just three months af-
ter the fires at the WTC site were 
extinguished—the uncanny monument still 
partakes of the sympathetic magic archeol-
ogists ascribe to ancient cave paintings in 
locales such as Leang Lompoa, Indonesia, 
and Chauvet, France. But the making of 
Tribute in Light also proves a cautionary tale. 
To paraphrase Mos Def, there is a no-return 
policy on getting what you really want. For 
artists everywhere, but especially those in-
volved in public art, the fine print on the 
consequences of runaway success reads: 
Nah, that’s yours to keep.

As one of various websites claims, the 
idea for the memorial was “simultane-
ously” arrived at “by three different design 
groups”—the MoMA-connected architects 
Bennett and Bonevardi, the social-register 
architect Nash Gould, and up-and-coming 
artists LaVerdiere and Myoda—and “real-
ized with the help of two non-profit organi-
zations,” Creative Time, a New York–based 
outfit known for ambitious public art, and 
the august Municipal Art Society, an institu-
tion that in Myoda’s telling has had “the 
governor and the mayor on speed dial since 
Methuselah.” The formidable dealmaker 
Anne Pasternak ran Creative Time until 
2015, when she became director of the 
Brooklyn Museum. The 128-year-old Mu-
nicipal Art Society was then helmed by 
Philip K. Howard, a lawyer who now runs 
the Campaign for Common Good, a con-
cern that advocates for “replacing red tape 
with individual accountability”—presum-
ably, one imagines, while decanting old 
wine into new bottles. 

For Myoda, the days immediately fol-
lowing 9/11 are a blur: feelings of bewil-
derment, calls made to friends and 
colleagues, the anxious spitballing of new 
realities. Somewhere between all this and 
visiting St. Vincent’s Hospital to have his 
eyes rinsed of the soot that descended on 
the Brooklyn Promenade—he was aston-
ished to find the ER empty—he and LaVer-
diere took a breath to reconsider the 
three-year project they had been working 
on at the WTC. A science-meets-art light 
sculpture that harnessed genetic technolo-
gies for luminous public ends, Biolumines-
cent Beacon was also planned as “an 
artificial star faintly visible above Manhat-
tan’s skyline”; it was due to be installed, 
with Creative Time’s help and funding, atop 
the 360-foot antenna of the South Tower. 

When referring to the original Trade 
Center, LaVerdiere and Myoda still describe 
the complex as a coral reef, an active ecol-
ogy, a place they knew better than their own 
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homes. They had covered, theorized, 
mapped, and photographed every inch of 
the place, it seemed, either on their laptops 
or on foot. “Then,” Myoda says, “the towers 
were gone.” Like survivors of the recent Or-
egon Bootleg fire, the artists couldn’t help 
but circle back to see what was left.

They took several reconnaissance trips 
to Ground Zero, on the nights of September 
11 and 12. The artists crept behind the 
NYPD barricades, through Vesey and Lib-
erty Streets, took photographs from Broad-
way and Nassau Streets, shared first 
impressions, and eventually made a sketch 
they later mocked up into various Photo-
shop renderings. The drawing they made 
glowed like a live wire: In crosshatched pat-
terns, it described the buildings surround-
ing the fallen structures as illuminated by 
two shafts of light. “We could see the build-
ings in our mind’s eye,” Myoda recalls. “The 
big lighting rigs surrounding the pit illumi-
nated the smoke, which made you think you 
could feel the buildings within the cloud,” 
LaVerdiere remembers. “That was when 
we arrived at the idea of the phantom limb,” 

he says—the sensation that medical text-
books describe amputees as having where 
extremities have been removed but still feel 
present and attached to a body. 

A day later, as if following the script of an 
unlikely movie, an invitation arrived from 
the New York Times Magazine. It came in the 
form of a phone call from Pasternak: Janet 
Froelich, the magazine’s creative director, 
was asking them to submit “an artist’s re-
sponse” for the publication’s September 23 
issue. Despite initial apprehensions—
LaVerdiere: “I’m thinking to myself: ‘artist’s 
response?’ That literally happened yester-
day”—they jumped at the opportunity. 
“Great, we want to do something useful,” 
Myoda remembers thinking. Shortly after 
receiving their visuals, Froelich informed 
them that she wanted to use the image they 
christened Phantom Towers for the cover. 
The commemorative issue, titled “Remains 
of the Day,” went live online days before hit-
ting the newsstands. After that, LaVerdiere 
says, “the horse was out of the stable.” 

Myoda calls that moment in their story 

“the transition between the virtual image 
and the real one.” After the Times magazine 
cover, he says, “people caught wind of this 
desire [to make the memorial a reality], and 
contacted us to say that they had a similar 
idea. It was,” he says, invoking Jungian ar-
chetypes and Joseph Campbell’s The Hero 
With a Thousand Faces, “as if we were part of 
a collective hallucination.” LaVerdiere, for 
his part, remembers the same events, but 
cratered by dysfunction. The memorial, he 
reckons, was a raw deal paid out in ounces 
of flesh: bullying, legal threats, harassment, 
press blackouts, lost work opportunities. 
Where Myoda remembers building the me-
morial as freighted with “feeling like a poli-
tician [constantly] having to stay on 

message,” LaVerdiere recalls a project im-
periled by forced partnerships and brawls 
over authorship. Making Tribute in Light, he 
says, with brutal candor, was “a breached 
birth marriage from hell” and “the end of 
my career as an artist.” 

Being an artist is “the most useless pro-
fession you can have during a crisis,” 
LaVerdiere tells me as we sit inside the Japa-
nese garden located in the back of his jewel 
box of a renovated firehouse in Boerum 
Hill, Brooklyn. If his rooftop reflecting pool 
communicates Zen calm, LaVerdiere—a 
legend in today’s film and TV design 
world—appears downright agitated. Nearly 
20 years after launching the memorial, he 

recalls injuries, slights, resentments, and 
affronts as if on an infinite loop. 

“You’re not an ambulance driver, you’re 
not a rescue worker,” he says. “As an artist, I 
realized, I’m absolutely useless, nobody 
wants my help. The only people who had 
any purpose on 9/11 were firemen or steel-
workers. So when Anne [Pasternak] called, I 
realized this is the only call I’m going to get 
where we could be of use.” 

After pausing to look up at a plane droning 
noisily in the late July sky, LaVerdiere contin-
ues. “I had drawn this sketch of the towers. It 
looked like a Caspar David Friedrich painting 
with this light column coming out of this hole, 
and I thought to myself, this is the most hor-
rific and romantic thing I’ve ever seen. The 

Julian LaVerdiere: “I had drawn this sketch 
of the towers. It looked like a Caspar David 
Friedrich painting with this light column 
coming out of this hole, and I thought to
myself, this is the most horri�ic and romantic 
thing I’ve ever seen.”
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Michael Richards, 
a gifted artist,
died in the attacks 
after falling asleep 
in his studio 
watching the 
Denver Broncos 
beat the New York 
Giants 31 to 20.
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TRIALS AND TRIUMPHS OF 
THE ‘TRIBUTE IN LIGHT’
“The big lighting rigs surrounding the pit illuminated the smoke, which 
made you think you could feel the buildings within the cloud.”
By Christian Viveros-Fauné

M
ost New Yorkers who were on the 
ground that day exhibit survivors’ 
recall—memories that grow simulta-
neously sharper, more imprecise, 
even contentious the further they 

move away from the event. 
The sky was not just blue, but “bluer than 

blue,” in imitation of Michael Johnson’s 
1978 sappy breakup song. The just-washed 
windowpane quality of the air that followed 
reports of Hurricane Erin simmering over 
the Atlantic obliterated memories of the 
thunderstorms that soaked the city on Sep-
tember 10. The planes that flew into the 
North and South Towers—depending on 
who does the telling—were initially either 
far away and small, tiny Cessnas circling 
King Kong–like structures, or close enough 
to fully come into view as Boeing 767s with 
American Airlines and United logos visible 
on the fuselage. 

For the 15 artists working on the North 
Tower’s 91st and 92nd floors as part of the 
World Views residency program, operated 
by the Lower Manhattan Cultural Council, 
the day’s memories contain fuzzy edges 
that, in some instances, grow barbed. Paul 
Myoda, then 34 years old and one of two 
artists behind the beloved 9/11 memorial 
Tribute in Light, remembers watching the 
disaster from the giant risers that are the 
Brooklyn Promenade. When the towers fell 
“the city disappeared,” he says, blotted out 
by a cloud of smoke and soot. Colombian-
American artist Monika Bravo, another 
World Views resident, filmed hours of time-
lapse thunderstorms over Manhattan on 
September 10—they constitute some of the 
last surviving footage taken from inside the 
towers. Her condensed video poem, Uno 
Nunca Muere La Víspera (One Never Dies on 
the Eve [of their death]), is dedicated to her 
friend Michael Richards, a gifted artist who 
died in the attacks after falling asleep in his 
studio watching the Denver Broncos beat 
the New York Giants 31 to 20.

Julian LaVerdiere, the other half of the 
artist duo responsible for Tribute in Light,  
then 30, remembers the first waking hours 
of September 11 as frankly irritating—he 
was running to fetch coffee and pastries for 
an early morning studio visit with the own-
ers of Lehmann Maupin Gallery—before 
turning to look south. The shock registered 
as inconvenience first, then as complete 
confusion: From the intersection of 29th 
Street and 11th Avenue he could see his 
world burn. As he told the directors of the 

2011 documentary Beyond 9/11: Portraits of 
Resilience: “The first plane struck right 
where our studio was. The feeling was like a 
disaster film—you don’t know what to do. 
Should I run to help? Should I run for provi-
sions? Is there going to be another attack? 
Then there was that eerie emptiness. What 
do you do now?”

Collated in anticipation of the 10-year 
anniversary of the attacks on the towers, Be-
yond 9/11 currently exists as a website, fea-
turing “interviews with survivors, first 
responders, and world leaders who took 
part in that fateful day.” Notably, it also fea-
tures the words and memories of profes-

sional symbol makers—folks the 
19th-century poet Percy Bysshe Shelley 
called “the unacknowledged legislators of 
the world.” Among the talking heads are 
LaVerdiere and Myoda—who, together with 
architects John Bennett, Gustavo Bone-
vardi, and Richard Nash Gould, and light-
ing consultant Paul Marantz—are credited 
with creating Tribute in Light. An annual 
commemoration of the attacks on Septem-
ber 11, Tribute in Light marshals 88 vertical 
searchlights in two skyscraping columns set 
atop a parking garage six blocks south of the 
World Trade Center. Visible from as many 
as 60 miles away, the lights represent the 
Twin Towers—a pair of luminous arms 
stretched out as far as the eye can see into 
the darkness. 

Twenty years after 9/11, it’s those radiant 
arms, among other efforts, that help New 
Yorkers and non–New Yorkers cope; to use a 
wellness metaphor, they help metabolize 
the disappearance of two colossally nonde-
script 110-story buildings and the loss of 
nearly 3,000 human beings—all of them 
spouses, children, brothers, sisters, parents, 
neighbors, friends. The following is the un-
told story of how that remarkable memorial 
came to be, as told by two of the men who 
are its intellectual authors: LaVerdiere and 
Myoda. Their tale involves far too many 
people to cover in this writing: hundreds of 
reporters and bureaucrats, tens of govern-

ment agencies and private organizations, 
scores of public-minded and self-serving 
politicians, thousands of nameless volun-
teers. If, as U.S. senators and New York City 
construction companies would have it, a 
camel is a horse designed by committee, 
then this luminous memorial—first called 
Phantom Towers, then Towers of Light, and 
eventually, Tribute in Light—is the world’s 
tallest unicorn. 

Twenty years after its unveiling, on 
March 11, 2002—six months after the Sep-
tember 11 attacks and just three months af-
ter the fires at the WTC site were 
extinguished—the uncanny monument still 
partakes of the sympathetic magic archeol-
ogists ascribe to ancient cave paintings in 
locales such as Leang Lompoa, Indonesia, 
and Chauvet, France. But the making of 
Tribute in Light also proves a cautionary tale. 
To paraphrase Mos Def, there is a no-return 
policy on getting what you really want. For 
artists everywhere, but especially those in-
volved in public art, the fine print on the 
consequences of runaway success reads: 
Nah, that’s yours to keep.

As one of various websites claims, the 
idea for the memorial was “simultane-
ously” arrived at “by three different design 
groups”—the MoMA-connected architects 
Bennett and Bonevardi, the social-register 
architect Nash Gould, and up-and-coming 
artists LaVerdiere and Myoda—and “real-
ized with the help of two non-profit organi-
zations,” Creative Time, a New York–based 
outfit known for ambitious public art, and 
the august Municipal Art Society, an institu-
tion that in Myoda’s telling has had “the 
governor and the mayor on speed dial since 
Methuselah.” The formidable dealmaker 
Anne Pasternak ran Creative Time until 
2015, when she became director of the 
Brooklyn Museum. The 128-year-old Mu-
nicipal Art Society was then helmed by 
Philip K. Howard, a lawyer who now runs 
the Campaign for Common Good, a con-
cern that advocates for “replacing red tape 
with individual accountability”—presum-
ably, one imagines, while decanting old 
wine into new bottles. 

For Myoda, the days immediately fol-
lowing 9/11 are a blur: feelings of bewil-
derment, calls made to friends and 
colleagues, the anxious spitballing of new 
realities. Somewhere between all this and 
visiting St. Vincent’s Hospital to have his 
eyes rinsed of the soot that descended on 
the Brooklyn Promenade—he was aston-
ished to find the ER empty—he and LaVer-
diere took a breath to reconsider the 
three-year project they had been working 
on at the WTC. A science-meets-art light 
sculpture that harnessed genetic technolo-
gies for luminous public ends, Biolumines-
cent Beacon was also planned as “an 
artificial star faintly visible above Manhat-
tan’s skyline”; it was due to be installed, 
with Creative Time’s help and funding, atop 
the 360-foot antenna of the South Tower. 

When referring to the original Trade 
Center, LaVerdiere and Myoda still describe 
the complex as a coral reef, an active ecol-
ogy, a place they knew better than their own 

20 Years On

Tribute in Light, seen from Tribeca.
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homes. They had covered, theorized, 
mapped, and photographed every inch of 
the place, it seemed, either on their laptops 
or on foot. “Then,” Myoda says, “the towers 
were gone.” Like survivors of the recent Or-
egon Bootleg fire, the artists couldn’t help 
but circle back to see what was left.

They took several reconnaissance trips 
to Ground Zero, on the nights of September 
11 and 12. The artists crept behind the 
NYPD barricades, through Vesey and Lib-
erty Streets, took photographs from Broad-
way and Nassau Streets, shared first 
impressions, and eventually made a sketch 
they later mocked up into various Photo-
shop renderings. The drawing they made 
glowed like a live wire: In crosshatched pat-
terns, it described the buildings surround-
ing the fallen structures as illuminated by 
two shafts of light. “We could see the build-
ings in our mind’s eye,” Myoda recalls. “The 
big lighting rigs surrounding the pit illumi-
nated the smoke, which made you think you 
could feel the buildings within the cloud,” 
LaVerdiere remembers. “That was when 
we arrived at the idea of the phantom limb,” 

he says—the sensation that medical text-
books describe amputees as having where 
extremities have been removed but still feel 
present and attached to a body. 

A day later, as if following the script of an 
unlikely movie, an invitation arrived from 
the New York Times Magazine. It came in the 
form of a phone call from Pasternak: Janet 
Froelich, the magazine’s creative director, 
was asking them to submit “an artist’s re-
sponse” for the publication’s September 23 
issue. Despite initial apprehensions—
LaVerdiere: “I’m thinking to myself: ‘artist’s 
response?’ That literally happened yester-
day”—they jumped at the opportunity. 
“Great, we want to do something useful,” 
Myoda remembers thinking. Shortly after 
receiving their visuals, Froelich informed 
them that she wanted to use the image they 
christened Phantom Towers for the cover. 
The commemorative issue, titled “Remains 
of the Day,” went live online days before hit-
ting the newsstands. After that, LaVerdiere 
says, “the horse was out of the stable.” 

Myoda calls that moment in their story 

“the transition between the virtual image 
and the real one.” After the Times magazine 
cover, he says, “people caught wind of this 
desire [to make the memorial a reality], and 
contacted us to say that they had a similar 
idea. It was,” he says, invoking Jungian ar-
chetypes and Joseph Campbell’s The Hero 
With a Thousand Faces, “as if we were part of 
a collective hallucination.” LaVerdiere, for 
his part, remembers the same events, but 
cratered by dysfunction. The memorial, he 
reckons, was a raw deal paid out in ounces 
of flesh: bullying, legal threats, harassment, 
press blackouts, lost work opportunities. 
Where Myoda remembers building the me-
morial as freighted with “feeling like a poli-
tician [constantly] having to stay on 

message,” LaVerdiere recalls a project im-
periled by forced partnerships and brawls 
over authorship. Making Tribute in Light, he 
says, with brutal candor, was “a breached 
birth marriage from hell” and “the end of 
my career as an artist.” 

Being an artist is “the most useless pro-
fession you can have during a crisis,” 
LaVerdiere tells me as we sit inside the Japa-
nese garden located in the back of his jewel 
box of a renovated firehouse in Boerum 
Hill, Brooklyn. If his rooftop reflecting pool 
communicates Zen calm, LaVerdiere—a 
legend in today’s film and TV design 
world—appears downright agitated. Nearly 
20 years after launching the memorial, he 

recalls injuries, slights, resentments, and 
affronts as if on an infinite loop. 

“You’re not an ambulance driver, you’re 
not a rescue worker,” he says. “As an artist, I 
realized, I’m absolutely useless, nobody 
wants my help. The only people who had 
any purpose on 9/11 were firemen or steel-
workers. So when Anne [Pasternak] called, I 
realized this is the only call I’m going to get 
where we could be of use.” 

After pausing to look up at a plane droning 
noisily in the late July sky, LaVerdiere contin-
ues. “I had drawn this sketch of the towers. It 
looked like a Caspar David Friedrich painting 
with this light column coming out of this hole, 
and I thought to myself, this is the most hor-
rific and romantic thing I’ve ever seen. The 

Julian LaVerdiere: “I had drawn this sketch 
of the towers. It looked like a Caspar David 
Friedrich painting with this light column 
coming out of this hole, and I thought to
myself, this is the most horri�ic and romantic 
thing I’ve ever seen.”

     Julian LaVerdiere ©
 20

0
1

Michael Richards, 
a gifted artist,
died in the attacks 
after falling asleep 
in his studio 
watching the 
Denver Broncos 
beat the New York 
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28 Times loved it. Later, they tried to take away 
our copyright. This was my first taste of years 
of corporate shenanigans to come.

“When the article came out we got 
flooded with requests—8,000 emails into 
Creative Time. That forced us to do some 
emergency triage. Is this real? Can we actu-
ally pull it off? Paul and I called every truck-
ing and lighting company on the eastern 
seaboard. Then Anne phones and says, I re-
ceived this really disturbing call—these two 
architects are telling everybody that you 
stole their idea. Then another call comes in 
from the Municipal Art Society. A senior ar-
chitect member, Richard Nash Gould, is 
saying that he has a similar drawing to ours. 
They asked that we cease and desist.

“My first response was, ‘Hey, that’s absurd, 
fuck those guys,’ but then Anne smartly re-
minded us that Gustavo [Bonevardi] and John 
[Bennett] were connected to Terence Riley 
[chief architectural curator at MoMA], David 
Rockefeller [MoMA trustee and CEO of 
Chase Manhattan],  and Agnes Gund [MoMA 
president emerita and life trustee]—so tread 
lightly. About the Municipal Art Society, she 
said, we can’t fight those guys either; they 
saved Grand Central Station, they’re sancti-
fied. Eventually, Gustavo and John and Paul 
and Richard and I had a come-to-Jesus: small 
fish meet big fish meet bigger fish. We stayed 
at the table, but I want you to know that [our 
partners] were absolutely prepared to sweep 
us under the rug. I’m telling you this because 
it was ugly and I think the world should know 
this story.”

A siren, the soundtrack of New York dur-
ing both 9/11 and COVID-19, the city’s big-
gest crises since the 1863 Draft Riots, 
interrupts LaVerdiere’s speech. After paus-
ing to let the sound pass, he returns to his 
peroration, but not before an exhausted 
look comes over his 50-year-old features.

“In time we came to legal terms and cre-
ated an ‘initiative,’ that’s when we decided 
to change the name to Towers of Light. We 
lawyered up: Skadden Arps were our law-
yers, the architects got Jeff Koons’s lawyers, 
MAS had their own heavies. Besides The 
Towers of Light Initiative, we had to create a 
trust, terms of use, etc. We had so many 
lawyers, and trademarks, and contracts—all 
the legal mumbo jumbo, the nasty infight-
ing. Then, in the winter of 2002, MAS held a 
press conference. All the stakeholders were 
there, and it’s wall-to-wall photographers. 
And that’s when I realized that, indepen-
dently of all the jockeying and dirty tricks, 
when faced with this motley group—two 
artists, three architects, and a lighting com-
pany—the press would immediately assume 
the artists were the authors. And I thought 
to myself: You can now all go fuck your-
selves, because there is no way you’re going 
to be able to rewrite that.”

When I reach Paul Myoda, in August, he 
is at home, near Providence, Rhode Island, 
a short commute from Brown University’s 
leafy campus, where he serves as an associ-
ate professor in the Department of Visual 
Art. Because he is teaching summer 
school—like thousands of college instruc-
tors during the pandemic—we agree to 
speak via Google Meet. After I mention that 
I and others have been completely unaware 

of the fracas at the heart of Tribute in Light—
there’s never been a hint of it in the media or 
the rumor mill, I say—he responds suc-
cinctly: “You know what? Thank God!”

“We went to great lengths to keep those 
problems out of the press,” he says mea-
suredly. “It’s a miracle that we were suc-
cessful. On a couple of occasions, we had 
press blackouts organized through the two 
agencies that produced the work. That was 
to get everyone on the same page, but also 
to keep the collaborators’ names out of the 
news so we could simply get it done. After-
ward, most of us were left simmering with 
certain resentments. But I think that’s part 
of the success of [the memorial]. The fact 

that it’s not associated with one or two 
names—like, say, Maya Lin’s Vietnam me-
morial—instead it’s a gesture that is associ-
ated with a collaboration.”

A deliberate speaker where LaVerdiere is 
all bank-shot tangents, Myoda takes a cau-
tious run at explaining how multiple indi-
viduals and groups could have arrived at a 
similar vision, and what that means for the 
idea of authorship.

“There’s that expression, success has 
many parents. Because Julian and I had a 
studio there, because we were working on a 
public sculpture at the WTC dealing with 
light, because we had relationships with the 
press and fundraisers…. After we pooled our 

energies, there were moments when we 
worked shoulder-to-shoulder, mirroring 
the recovery effort. Other times things got 
out of control, which we kept secret because 
we wanted to get the project done. During 
that period, I don’t remember anyone ac-
cusing us of copying their work, they just 
seemed upset that they didn’t get there first 
for whatever reason.”

As Myoda reels in the narrative, I note 
that his and LaVerdiere’s memories mostly 
dovetail. Among their weirder correspon-
dences: the use of a 1970s film reference to 
explain certain strange coincidences. “Ju-
lian likens [the shared visions] to the movie 
Close Encounters of the Third Kind,” Myoda 

says, “where various people around the 
world were making Devils Towers.” (LaVer-
diere: “We sculpted ours as a train-set 
model, they made theirs out of mashed po-
tatoes or in watercolor.”) “We also saw those 
buildings when they weren’t there,” Myoda 
explains. “You feel the limb, but also experi-
ence the pain, which is why the metaphor 
works—the absence of those buildings is 
made visible so people can understand the 
loss of all those lives.”

Myoda also recalls certain chauvinistic 
attempts to turn the memorial into a precur-
sor for MAGA. “Julian probably told you 
about Giuliani’s idea,” Myoda says, crack-
ing a rare smile. “He said he’d approve the 

project, but demanded that one light tower 
be red for the fire department, another blue 
for the police department, and the edges 
white so the whole ensemble could repre-
sent America. We didn’t want a nationalist 
monument, so we quickly shut that down.” 
(Per LaVerdiere, Giuliani’s response was all 
armchair patriot: “You guys can just wait for 
Bloomberg, then.”) “And there was the time 
the Bush administration tried to convince 
us to put up a Tribute in Light in Kabul…. 

“There’s another thing I’d like to make 
clear,” Myoda says, slowly leading the horse 
back to the barn. “Despite our differences, 
everyone on the team understood that no one 
would profit from the project, and no one has. 
I know that there are lots of tchotchkes out 
there for sale with our image, but they have 
absolutely nothing to do with us.” 

When I ask LaVerdiere where things cur-
rently stand with the institutions officially 
responsible for the memorial, he sinks fur-
ther into his patio chair. “The last call we got 
from the Municipal Art Society was in 2012, 
when they told us that they were handing 
Tribute in Light over to the 9/11 Museum,” 
he says, his voice rising. “I was like, are 
there going to be any meetings? Is anyone 
going to consult us? Is there going to be any 
discussion? In the end, this letter was ren-
dered completely null and void [he shows 
me a copy of an official MAS document list-
ing the collaborators’ names, on an iPad]. 
Just go to the museum shop and see the shit 
they’re selling: Tribute in Light coffee cups, 
magnets, keychains…. Where is that money 
going? The widows? The firemen?

“I want it all published,” LaVerdiere tells 
me, after I ask whether he’d like to add any-
thing to his story. “Spike Lee just finished 
his 2001 documentary and we’re in it [NYC 
Epicenters: 9/11–2021½ debuts on HBO on 
September 11]. When he interviewed me, I 
thought: ‘I’m done trying to be mister good 
guy diplomat.’ 

“I was recently on a panel about Confed-
erate monuments,” he says, careening into 
a related anecdote. “And I gave a presenta-
tion where I explained that art is not sacro-
sanct. Our memorial was never meant to be 
permanent—it’s ephemeral. If Tribute in 
Light becomes a rallying cry, a quasi-fascist 
piece of propaganda, then maybe we should 
get rid of it. On the other hand, times 
change, and so do today’s hot takes. It could 
still prove a lasting image.” 

Monika Bravo signs off on her emails 
with the following electronic signature: 
“Studio of Endless Ideas, a #nomadic and 
#sustainable #state of mind.” When I reach 
her via video call she is on the move again, 
having recently arrived at Civitella Ranieri, 
an international residency program located 
in a 15th-century castle in Umbria, where she 
is spending some weeks as a temporary resi-
dent. A far cry from the 92nd floor of Tower 1, 
Umbria is the first place Bravo traveled to af-
ter ditching her Williamsburg apartment for 
Miami’s COVID-19 self-sovereignty—the 
public health free-for-all instigated by Flor-
ida governor Ron DeSantis’s willful disre-
gard for proven science. “I moved during the 
pandemic,” she tells me conspiratorially. “I 
had a dream and that dream told me to get 
the hell out of New York City.” 

A science-meets-art light sculpture that harnessed genetic technologies for luminous public 
ends, Bioluminescent Beacon was also planned as “an arti�icial star faintly visible above 
Manhattan’s skyline.” 
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About her 2001 video of thunderstorms 
over the WTC, she remembers shooting all 
day on September 10—“between the hours of 
2:55 and 9 p.m.,” she says animatedly—and 
then making the unusual decision to bring 
home only a single VHS tape. “I never do 
that,” she says, briefly considering the thou-
sands of dollars in computer and video equip-
ment she lost in the disaster. Her point today: 
that unusual decision saved the footage. 

Alongside Michael Richards’s 1999 sculp-
ture Tar Baby vs. Saint Sebastian—a bronze 
self-portrait of the young Black artist as a 
Tuskegee Airman shot through by arrow-like 

airplanes—Bravo’s Uno Nunca Muere La 
Víspera remains one of the most powerful 
artworks associated with 9/11, but also the 
eeriest: it captures views of Lower Manhat-
tan, New York Harbor, and the South Tower 
as a storm blackens the windows of the North 
Tower. (About Richards’s lacerated sculp-
ture, Myoda says, “I still can’t really wrap my 
head around that coincidence.”) It’s hard 
now not to read both as premonitions. For 
years Bravo has kept the video at arm’s 
length. “I shot that footage,” she says—insist-
ing on her role as being “like a medium”—
“but it doesn’t belong to me. 

“When I made up my mind to leave New 
York, I returned to Ground Zero for the first 
time since the attacks,” she recalls, admit-
ting to 19 years of uncertainty about the Na-
tional September 11 Memorial & Museum. 
“I was shocked by the scale of it, but also by 
the fact that I couldn’t find Michael’s name 
anywhere. Then the memories came flood-
ing back, so I left. Those grave-like holes 
and that shopping mall [Westfield World 
Trade Center] were too much for me.” 

Tribute in Light, on the other hand, Bravo 
offers, is a memorial she has grown very 
fond of over the years. “It speaks in the lan-
guage of absence,” she says suddenly, re-
membering the feel of the open-plan studios 
in the sky that she, Richards, LaVerdiere, 
and Myoda shared 20 years ago. “It’s about 
light, but specifically about how light disap-
pears when people die. It’s monumental but 
occupies no space because it’s made of 
light—energy, not matter. 

“It’s about nothing but light, which is so 
pure,” Bravo says, to my astonishment, as if 
finishing several of my thoughts. “The 
world needed that monument,” she adds, 
before hanging up. “If they hadn’t come up 
with the idea, I’m convinced someone else 
would have. Right?” 

When I reach John Bennett, it is his 54th 
birthday and he is in Ibiza, Spain, thou-
sands of “head-space” miles and worlds away 
from the hassles of pandemic-era New York.

 Because Gustavo Bonevardi, with whom 
I have just spoken, alerted Bennett to the 
subject of our call, he is apprehensive, but 
direct. “It will be unfortunate if this article 
becomes about the pettier things that took 
place during the making of the memorial,” 
he says bluntly.

 “I want to think about that period as a net 
positive,” he continues. “But I also want to be 
clear. To say that Julian and Paul were the in-

tellectual authors of Tribute in Light is simply 
not true. There’s a reason we all agreed to be 
credited in alphabetical order—it’s because 
the memorial was about us working together, 
not about satisfying a single artist’s ego.

“I really don’t think anyone can say that 
their proposal was first, or that ours was,” he 
elaborates, tacitly endorsing the view that, 
however strange it may appear, some cul-
tural authorship is more collective than indi-
vidual. “It was simultaneous. Did [the 
process] make everybody happy? No. But 
the memorial got done and it is something 
I’m very proud of.”

Call it providence, coincidence, the spirit 
of the times, or yet another Nikola Tesla and 
Guglielmo Marconi moment—referring to 
the two electrical engineers who in the 1890s 
fought a pitched battle over bragging and 
patent rights for the invention that was radio 
transmission—but it’s hard not to arrive at a 
similar conclusion. In most cases, compet-
ing narratives square, or they don’t, but with 
Tribute in Light there appears to be a third 
option. To quote the late art critic Robert 
Hughes, “There’s no geist like the Zeitgeist.”

Gustavo Bonevardi, Bennett’s design part-
ner, appears unconvinced. As we speak, he 
argues for the superior merits of his and Ben-
nett’s proposal. “Theirs was not a project that 
could be realized immediately,” he says with 
finality. “Ours was.” When I suggest the pos-
sibility of what sociologist Robert K. Merton 
called “multiple independent discovery”—
the hypothesis that most scientific discover-
ies and inventions are made independently 
and more or less simultaneously by multiple 
scientists and inventors—he responds, “A lot 
of people came up with the idea of doing 
lights, but ours was the only one that took it 
seriously and not as a fanciful idea.”

Hours later, I receive a more conciliatory 
email. It reads: “Remembering those early 

days of TIL brings back a lot of emotions and 
no doubt that’s the case with everyone in-
volved. But in the end we got it done, and 
that’s what counts, there were some bumps 
in the road but we got through it. In a way it 
makes the achievement all the more re-
markable.” 

The story of Tribute in Light at times fades 
into ephemerality. Attempts to contact Rich-
ard Nash Gould led to an unanswered phone 
number and a defunct website. LaVerdiere 
told me, “I have no idea what became of 
Richard Nash Gould. In 2003, he stated he 
wanted nothing to do with the team, and we 
never corresponded again.”

“Probably a day didn’t go by when I 
wasn’t on the phone late into the night, 
trying to calm someone down and make 
peace.” The voice belongs to Anne Paster-
nak, self-described “eternal optimist” and 
director of the Brooklyn Museum.

“There were times when I thought I’d 
have to give up because I was afraid the 
stress was going to give me a heart attack,” 
she continues. “But I kept thinking about 
the families who wrote to Creative Time, 
thousands of them begging us to bring this 
memorial to life.

“In retrospect,” she says candidly, from 
her summer vacation in some Xanadu far 
from Brooklyn, “maybe the collaboration 
was doomed. When you force creatives to-
gether who don’t know one another, whose 
work has nothing in common—during a 
time of trauma and under the microscope of 
the global press and families who’ve lost so 
much—maybe it was naïve of me to imagine 
that we could all collaborate happily.

“Back then,” she recalls, invoking the 
high bar of Maya Lin’s Vietnam Veterans 
Memorial—much like LaVerdiere and 
Myoda—“it was popular to characterize art-
ists as unAmerican, as unpatriotic. So I 
thought, This is an extraordinary opportu-
nity to show that they can contribute in a 
time of real need. I felt it was important to 

prove to the nation that someone besides 
Maya Lin could contribute a powerful art-
work for a crisis. So we did.” 

A trusted dealmaker and confidante to 
LaVerdiere and Myoda, Pasternak is the 
perfect source for back-channel informa-
tion about Tribute in Light. She offers that 
Creative Time “held back the Tribute files” 
when the organization donated its archives 
to NYU’s Fales Library, in 2007. (“I didn’t 
want people to see the cracks in the story,” 
she admits.) And she credits certain individ-
uals, but not others, for “moving the project 
forward when things looked bleakest”: 
MAS’s president Kent Barwick (“When 
things got ugly, he did the right thing”) and 
lighting designers Paul Marantz and Jules 
Fisher (“princes among men”). But when I 
ask about her current feelings on the memo-
rial, her stocktaking stops. 

“I’ve never shared this with anybody be-
fore,” she answers, her voice dropping, “but 
for years I’ve avoided the memorial. There’s 
too much sadness there. Not just from that 
day, and the weeks and months that followed, 
but because the city has changed, the country 
has changed. Frankly, it’s too painful for me to 
process, and I’m not sure I know how.” 

“What about this year?” I ask, thinking of 
nearly two decades of “War on Terror” chy-
rons, militaristic fantasies, chauvinistic flag-
waving, hands-on-hearts posturing, and 
Navy flyovers (one was nixed in 2020 after 
widespread outrage, which included New 
York Representative Max Rose tweeting, 
“Are you out of your mind? Cancel this im-
mediately”). 

“Paul and Julian asked if I wanted to come 
down with them to the site,” she answers. “I 
haven’t done that in more than a decade. 

“I don’t even know if there will be 
words,” she says, getting ahead of my ques-
tions about their reunion and any doubts I 
might still harbor about the deep wellspring 
of feeling connected to the 20th anniversary 
of New York’s own shared catastrophe. 
“Maybe just hugs.”

“In retrospect, maybe the collaboration 
was doomed. When you force creatives 
together who don’t know one another, 
whose work has nothing in common—
during a time of trauma and under the 
microscope of the global press and 
families who’ve lost so much—maybe it 
was naïve of me to imagine that we could 
all collaborate happily.”

     Julian LaVerdiere /Paul M
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“It’s about light, but speci�ically about how light disappears when people die. It’s monumental but 
occupies no space because it’s made of light—energy, not matter.”
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29Times loved it. Later, they tried to take away 
our copyright. This was my first taste of years 
of corporate shenanigans to come.

“When the article came out we got 
flooded with requests—8,000 emails into 
Creative Time. That forced us to do some 
emergency triage. Is this real? Can we actu-
ally pull it off? Paul and I called every truck-
ing and lighting company on the eastern 
seaboard. Then Anne phones and says, I re-
ceived this really disturbing call—these two 
architects are telling everybody that you 
stole their idea. Then another call comes in 
from the Municipal Art Society. A senior ar-
chitect member, Richard Nash Gould, is 
saying that he has a similar drawing to ours. 
They asked that we cease and desist.

“My first response was, ‘Hey, that’s absurd, 
fuck those guys,’ but then Anne smartly re-
minded us that Gustavo [Bonevardi] and John 
[Bennett] were connected to Terence Riley 
[chief architectural curator at MoMA], David 
Rockefeller [MoMA trustee and CEO of 
Chase Manhattan],  and Agnes Gund [MoMA 
president emerita and life trustee]—so tread 
lightly. About the Municipal Art Society, she 
said, we can’t fight those guys either; they 
saved Grand Central Station, they’re sancti-
fied. Eventually, Gustavo and John and Paul 
and Richard and I had a come-to-Jesus: small 
fish meet big fish meet bigger fish. We stayed 
at the table, but I want you to know that [our 
partners] were absolutely prepared to sweep 
us under the rug. I’m telling you this because 
it was ugly and I think the world should know 
this story.”

A siren, the soundtrack of New York dur-
ing both 9/11 and COVID-19, the city’s big-
gest crises since the 1863 Draft Riots, 
interrupts LaVerdiere’s speech. After paus-
ing to let the sound pass, he returns to his 
peroration, but not before an exhausted 
look comes over his 50-year-old features.

“In time we came to legal terms and cre-
ated an ‘initiative,’ that’s when we decided 
to change the name to Towers of Light. We 
lawyered up: Skadden Arps were our law-
yers, the architects got Jeff Koons’s lawyers, 
MAS had their own heavies. Besides The 
Towers of Light Initiative, we had to create a 
trust, terms of use, etc. We had so many 
lawyers, and trademarks, and contracts—all 
the legal mumbo jumbo, the nasty infight-
ing. Then, in the winter of 2002, MAS held a 
press conference. All the stakeholders were 
there, and it’s wall-to-wall photographers. 
And that’s when I realized that, indepen-
dently of all the jockeying and dirty tricks, 
when faced with this motley group—two 
artists, three architects, and a lighting com-
pany—the press would immediately assume 
the artists were the authors. And I thought 
to myself: You can now all go fuck your-
selves, because there is no way you’re going 
to be able to rewrite that.”

When I reach Paul Myoda, in August, he 
is at home, near Providence, Rhode Island, 
a short commute from Brown University’s 
leafy campus, where he serves as an associ-
ate professor in the Department of Visual 
Art. Because he is teaching summer 
school—like thousands of college instruc-
tors during the pandemic—we agree to 
speak via Google Meet. After I mention that 
I and others have been completely unaware 

of the fracas at the heart of Tribute in Light—
there’s never been a hint of it in the media or 
the rumor mill, I say—he responds suc-
cinctly: “You know what? Thank God!”

“We went to great lengths to keep those 
problems out of the press,” he says mea-
suredly. “It’s a miracle that we were suc-
cessful. On a couple of occasions, we had 
press blackouts organized through the two 
agencies that produced the work. That was 
to get everyone on the same page, but also 
to keep the collaborators’ names out of the 
news so we could simply get it done. After-
ward, most of us were left simmering with 
certain resentments. But I think that’s part 
of the success of [the memorial]. The fact 

that it’s not associated with one or two 
names—like, say, Maya Lin’s Vietnam me-
morial—instead it’s a gesture that is associ-
ated with a collaboration.”

A deliberate speaker where LaVerdiere is 
all bank-shot tangents, Myoda takes a cau-
tious run at explaining how multiple indi-
viduals and groups could have arrived at a 
similar vision, and what that means for the 
idea of authorship.

“There’s that expression, success has 
many parents. Because Julian and I had a 
studio there, because we were working on a 
public sculpture at the WTC dealing with 
light, because we had relationships with the 
press and fundraisers…. After we pooled our 

energies, there were moments when we 
worked shoulder-to-shoulder, mirroring 
the recovery effort. Other times things got 
out of control, which we kept secret because 
we wanted to get the project done. During 
that period, I don’t remember anyone ac-
cusing us of copying their work, they just 
seemed upset that they didn’t get there first 
for whatever reason.”

As Myoda reels in the narrative, I note 
that his and LaVerdiere’s memories mostly 
dovetail. Among their weirder correspon-
dences: the use of a 1970s film reference to 
explain certain strange coincidences. “Ju-
lian likens [the shared visions] to the movie 
Close Encounters of the Third Kind,” Myoda 

says, “where various people around the 
world were making Devils Towers.” (LaVer-
diere: “We sculpted ours as a train-set 
model, they made theirs out of mashed po-
tatoes or in watercolor.”) “We also saw those 
buildings when they weren’t there,” Myoda 
explains. “You feel the limb, but also experi-
ence the pain, which is why the metaphor 
works—the absence of those buildings is 
made visible so people can understand the 
loss of all those lives.”

Myoda also recalls certain chauvinistic 
attempts to turn the memorial into a precur-
sor for MAGA. “Julian probably told you 
about Giuliani’s idea,” Myoda says, crack-
ing a rare smile. “He said he’d approve the 

project, but demanded that one light tower 
be red for the fire department, another blue 
for the police department, and the edges 
white so the whole ensemble could repre-
sent America. We didn’t want a nationalist 
monument, so we quickly shut that down.” 
(Per LaVerdiere, Giuliani’s response was all 
armchair patriot: “You guys can just wait for 
Bloomberg, then.”) “And there was the time 
the Bush administration tried to convince 
us to put up a Tribute in Light in Kabul…. 

“There’s another thing I’d like to make 
clear,” Myoda says, slowly leading the horse 
back to the barn. “Despite our differences, 
everyone on the team understood that no one 
would profit from the project, and no one has. 
I know that there are lots of tchotchkes out 
there for sale with our image, but they have 
absolutely nothing to do with us.” 

When I ask LaVerdiere where things cur-
rently stand with the institutions officially 
responsible for the memorial, he sinks fur-
ther into his patio chair. “The last call we got 
from the Municipal Art Society was in 2012, 
when they told us that they were handing 
Tribute in Light over to the 9/11 Museum,” 
he says, his voice rising. “I was like, are 
there going to be any meetings? Is anyone 
going to consult us? Is there going to be any 
discussion? In the end, this letter was ren-
dered completely null and void [he shows 
me a copy of an official MAS document list-
ing the collaborators’ names, on an iPad]. 
Just go to the museum shop and see the shit 
they’re selling: Tribute in Light coffee cups, 
magnets, keychains…. Where is that money 
going? The widows? The firemen?

“I want it all published,” LaVerdiere tells 
me, after I ask whether he’d like to add any-
thing to his story. “Spike Lee just finished 
his 2001 documentary and we’re in it [NYC 
Epicenters: 9/11–2021½ debuts on HBO on 
September 11]. When he interviewed me, I 
thought: ‘I’m done trying to be mister good 
guy diplomat.’ 

“I was recently on a panel about Confed-
erate monuments,” he says, careening into 
a related anecdote. “And I gave a presenta-
tion where I explained that art is not sacro-
sanct. Our memorial was never meant to be 
permanent—it’s ephemeral. If Tribute in 
Light becomes a rallying cry, a quasi-fascist 
piece of propaganda, then maybe we should 
get rid of it. On the other hand, times 
change, and so do today’s hot takes. It could 
still prove a lasting image.” 

Monika Bravo signs off on her emails 
with the following electronic signature: 
“Studio of Endless Ideas, a #nomadic and 
#sustainable #state of mind.” When I reach 
her via video call she is on the move again, 
having recently arrived at Civitella Ranieri, 
an international residency program located 
in a 15th-century castle in Umbria, where she 
is spending some weeks as a temporary resi-
dent. A far cry from the 92nd floor of Tower 1, 
Umbria is the first place Bravo traveled to af-
ter ditching her Williamsburg apartment for 
Miami’s COVID-19 self-sovereignty—the 
public health free-for-all instigated by Flor-
ida governor Ron DeSantis’s willful disre-
gard for proven science. “I moved during the 
pandemic,” she tells me conspiratorially. “I 
had a dream and that dream told me to get 
the hell out of New York City.” 

A science-meets-art light sculpture that harnessed genetic technologies for luminous public 
ends, Bioluminescent Beacon was also planned as “an arti�icial star faintly visible above 
Manhattan’s skyline.” 

     Julian LaVerdiere /Paul M
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About her 2001 video of thunderstorms 
over the WTC, she remembers shooting all 
day on September 10—“between the hours of 
2:55 and 9 p.m.,” she says animatedly—and 
then making the unusual decision to bring 
home only a single VHS tape. “I never do 
that,” she says, briefly considering the thou-
sands of dollars in computer and video equip-
ment she lost in the disaster. Her point today: 
that unusual decision saved the footage. 

Alongside Michael Richards’s 1999 sculp-
ture Tar Baby vs. Saint Sebastian—a bronze 
self-portrait of the young Black artist as a 
Tuskegee Airman shot through by arrow-like 

airplanes—Bravo’s Uno Nunca Muere La 
Víspera remains one of the most powerful 
artworks associated with 9/11, but also the 
eeriest: it captures views of Lower Manhat-
tan, New York Harbor, and the South Tower 
as a storm blackens the windows of the North 
Tower. (About Richards’s lacerated sculp-
ture, Myoda says, “I still can’t really wrap my 
head around that coincidence.”) It’s hard 
now not to read both as premonitions. For 
years Bravo has kept the video at arm’s 
length. “I shot that footage,” she says—insist-
ing on her role as being “like a medium”—
“but it doesn’t belong to me. 

“When I made up my mind to leave New 
York, I returned to Ground Zero for the first 
time since the attacks,” she recalls, admit-
ting to 19 years of uncertainty about the Na-
tional September 11 Memorial & Museum. 
“I was shocked by the scale of it, but also by 
the fact that I couldn’t find Michael’s name 
anywhere. Then the memories came flood-
ing back, so I left. Those grave-like holes 
and that shopping mall [Westfield World 
Trade Center] were too much for me.” 

Tribute in Light, on the other hand, Bravo 
offers, is a memorial she has grown very 
fond of over the years. “It speaks in the lan-
guage of absence,” she says suddenly, re-
membering the feel of the open-plan studios 
in the sky that she, Richards, LaVerdiere, 
and Myoda shared 20 years ago. “It’s about 
light, but specifically about how light disap-
pears when people die. It’s monumental but 
occupies no space because it’s made of 
light—energy, not matter. 

“It’s about nothing but light, which is so 
pure,” Bravo says, to my astonishment, as if 
finishing several of my thoughts. “The 
world needed that monument,” she adds, 
before hanging up. “If they hadn’t come up 
with the idea, I’m convinced someone else 
would have. Right?” 

When I reach John Bennett, it is his 54th 
birthday and he is in Ibiza, Spain, thou-
sands of “head-space” miles and worlds away 
from the hassles of pandemic-era New York.

 Because Gustavo Bonevardi, with whom 
I have just spoken, alerted Bennett to the 
subject of our call, he is apprehensive, but 
direct. “It will be unfortunate if this article 
becomes about the pettier things that took 
place during the making of the memorial,” 
he says bluntly.

 “I want to think about that period as a net 
positive,” he continues. “But I also want to be 
clear. To say that Julian and Paul were the in-

tellectual authors of Tribute in Light is simply 
not true. There’s a reason we all agreed to be 
credited in alphabetical order—it’s because 
the memorial was about us working together, 
not about satisfying a single artist’s ego.

“I really don’t think anyone can say that 
their proposal was first, or that ours was,” he 
elaborates, tacitly endorsing the view that, 
however strange it may appear, some cul-
tural authorship is more collective than indi-
vidual. “It was simultaneous. Did [the 
process] make everybody happy? No. But 
the memorial got done and it is something 
I’m very proud of.”

Call it providence, coincidence, the spirit 
of the times, or yet another Nikola Tesla and 
Guglielmo Marconi moment—referring to 
the two electrical engineers who in the 1890s 
fought a pitched battle over bragging and 
patent rights for the invention that was radio 
transmission—but it’s hard not to arrive at a 
similar conclusion. In most cases, compet-
ing narratives square, or they don’t, but with 
Tribute in Light there appears to be a third 
option. To quote the late art critic Robert 
Hughes, “There’s no geist like the Zeitgeist.”

Gustavo Bonevardi, Bennett’s design part-
ner, appears unconvinced. As we speak, he 
argues for the superior merits of his and Ben-
nett’s proposal. “Theirs was not a project that 
could be realized immediately,” he says with 
finality. “Ours was.” When I suggest the pos-
sibility of what sociologist Robert K. Merton 
called “multiple independent discovery”—
the hypothesis that most scientific discover-
ies and inventions are made independently 
and more or less simultaneously by multiple 
scientists and inventors—he responds, “A lot 
of people came up with the idea of doing 
lights, but ours was the only one that took it 
seriously and not as a fanciful idea.”

Hours later, I receive a more conciliatory 
email. It reads: “Remembering those early 

days of TIL brings back a lot of emotions and 
no doubt that’s the case with everyone in-
volved. But in the end we got it done, and 
that’s what counts, there were some bumps 
in the road but we got through it. In a way it 
makes the achievement all the more re-
markable.” 

The story of Tribute in Light at times fades 
into ephemerality. Attempts to contact Rich-
ard Nash Gould led to an unanswered phone 
number and a defunct website. LaVerdiere 
told me, “I have no idea what became of 
Richard Nash Gould. In 2003, he stated he 
wanted nothing to do with the team, and we 
never corresponded again.”

“Probably a day didn’t go by when I 
wasn’t on the phone late into the night, 
trying to calm someone down and make 
peace.” The voice belongs to Anne Paster-
nak, self-described “eternal optimist” and 
director of the Brooklyn Museum.

“There were times when I thought I’d 
have to give up because I was afraid the 
stress was going to give me a heart attack,” 
she continues. “But I kept thinking about 
the families who wrote to Creative Time, 
thousands of them begging us to bring this 
memorial to life.

“In retrospect,” she says candidly, from 
her summer vacation in some Xanadu far 
from Brooklyn, “maybe the collaboration 
was doomed. When you force creatives to-
gether who don’t know one another, whose 
work has nothing in common—during a 
time of trauma and under the microscope of 
the global press and families who’ve lost so 
much—maybe it was naïve of me to imagine 
that we could all collaborate happily.

“Back then,” she recalls, invoking the 
high bar of Maya Lin’s Vietnam Veterans 
Memorial—much like LaVerdiere and 
Myoda—“it was popular to characterize art-
ists as unAmerican, as unpatriotic. So I 
thought, This is an extraordinary opportu-
nity to show that they can contribute in a 
time of real need. I felt it was important to 

prove to the nation that someone besides 
Maya Lin could contribute a powerful art-
work for a crisis. So we did.” 

A trusted dealmaker and confidante to 
LaVerdiere and Myoda, Pasternak is the 
perfect source for back-channel informa-
tion about Tribute in Light. She offers that 
Creative Time “held back the Tribute files” 
when the organization donated its archives 
to NYU’s Fales Library, in 2007. (“I didn’t 
want people to see the cracks in the story,” 
she admits.) And she credits certain individ-
uals, but not others, for “moving the project 
forward when things looked bleakest”: 
MAS’s president Kent Barwick (“When 
things got ugly, he did the right thing”) and 
lighting designers Paul Marantz and Jules 
Fisher (“princes among men”). But when I 
ask about her current feelings on the memo-
rial, her stocktaking stops. 

“I’ve never shared this with anybody be-
fore,” she answers, her voice dropping, “but 
for years I’ve avoided the memorial. There’s 
too much sadness there. Not just from that 
day, and the weeks and months that followed, 
but because the city has changed, the country 
has changed. Frankly, it’s too painful for me to 
process, and I’m not sure I know how.” 

“What about this year?” I ask, thinking of 
nearly two decades of “War on Terror” chy-
rons, militaristic fantasies, chauvinistic flag-
waving, hands-on-hearts posturing, and 
Navy flyovers (one was nixed in 2020 after 
widespread outrage, which included New 
York Representative Max Rose tweeting, 
“Are you out of your mind? Cancel this im-
mediately”). 

“Paul and Julian asked if I wanted to come 
down with them to the site,” she answers. “I 
haven’t done that in more than a decade. 

“I don’t even know if there will be 
words,” she says, getting ahead of my ques-
tions about their reunion and any doubts I 
might still harbor about the deep wellspring 
of feeling connected to the 20th anniversary 
of New York’s own shared catastrophe. 
“Maybe just hugs.”

“In retrospect, maybe the collaboration 
was doomed. When you force creatives 
together who don’t know one another, 
whose work has nothing in common—
during a time of trauma and under the 
microscope of the global press and 
families who’ve lost so much—maybe it 
was naïve of me to imagine that we could 
all collaborate happily.”

     Julian LaVerdiere /Paul M
yoda ©
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“It’s about light, but speci�ically about how light disappears when people die. It’s monumental but 
occupies no space because it’s made of light—energy, not matter.”
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THE FALL OF 
‘AMERICA’S MAYOR’
9/11 Wasn’t Rudy’s Finest Hour, It Was the Beginning of His End

By Eileen Markey

T
he sweaty man suspended from prac-
ticing law—because the New York 
State appellate court found he sought 
to mislead judges—and now hawking 
gold futures and conspiracy theories 

in YouTube videos and on right-wing radio 
used to be “America’s Mayor.” On this 
20th anniversary of New York’s worst day, 
when the city is in the midst of another cri-
sis, this one not a crash and collapse com-
pleted in 102 minutes but a slow-rolling 
disaster, it’s impossible not to look again 
on Rudy Giuliani.

In the image he’s burnished for 20 years, 
he is covered in that sickly grey-white dust, 
the fitted Yankees cap pulled tight over his 
pate, walking purposefully up West Street, a 
cloud of collapsing tower behind him. 
While George W. Bush was flown in circles 
seeking safety—offline and unreachable by 
the press for several hours after the at-
tacks—Rudy was on the scene, as he’d been 
at so many fires, water-main breaks, snow-
storms, and parades. Twenty years later, 
he’s still struggling through that cloud of 
death, perhaps more consumed by it now 
than then. On 9/11, even critics of Rudy’s 
mean-spirited mayoralty ceded that he was 
Churchillian, offering surety to a shaken 
city. But so many “What happened to 
Rudy?” stories have been written by now 
that we’re panning already-sifted fool’s 
gold, the last bits of the reputation of a man 
who long ago became so much smaller than 
himself. These pieces all feel like eulogies 
for Rudy. But Rudy didn’t die. A different 
New York did.

Whatever relevance he held into the 
Trump years was the flickering half-life of 
prestige earned on September 11. That itself 
was a reinvention. On September 10, 2001, 
Rudy Giuliani was a lame-duck mayor 
who’d scuttled a U.S. Senate run the year be-
fore as his marriage and health imploded. 
His political career was at an end. He had 
dismal approval ratings among New York-
ers, who had long since soured on his pee-
vishness, brownshirt disregard for civil 
liberties, and compulsion to throw oil on the 
fires of racial discord. As Rudy, in his first 
term and emboldened by the “Gingrich rev-
olution” of 1994, rolled out one cruel and 
dehumanizing policy after another, these 
pages and the lips of many an outraged New 
Yorker cried fascism. Little did we know. On 
September 10, New Yorkers were ready for 
Rudy to exit stage right.

Then the planes hit. 
We have a Churchillian image of Rudy 

in the crisis because he wanted to make 
sure we did. As Wayne Barrett and Dan 
Collins reported in Grand Illusion: The Un-
told Story of Rudy Giuliani and 9/11, Rudy 
was downtown on 9/11 because he was 
walking to his bunker, one of the most stu-
pidly placed emergency command centers 
ever built. The prime requirement for this 

risible shelter was that it be within walking 
distance of City Hall. A more logical loca-
tion would have been MetroTech, in down-
town Brooklyn, where the fire department 
and 9-1-1 system already had a state-of-
the-art facility. Rudy’s $61 million bunker 
in the sky was 23 stories up, occupying a 
full floor of the overpriced building at 7 
World Trade Center, part of a complex that 
everyone except Rudy Giuliani understood 
was a bull’s-eye for terrorists. In 1993, the 
North Tower had been the target of a gar-
gantuan truck bomb, engendering a flurry 
of reports on the urgency of improving 
communication and cooperation between 
the police and fire departments and be-
tween 9-1-1 dispatch operators and first re-
sponders in the field; on the need to bring 
the Port Authority–controlled World Trade 
Center into compliance with NYC fire 
safety and egress building codes; and on 
the necessity of overhauling the FDNY’s 
protocol for fighting mega-high-rise fires. 
None of these issues were resolved in the 

eight years of Rudy’s mayoralty. 
All of them proved fatal on 9/11. 
Damaged by debris from the first plane, 

the emergency command bunker was im-
possible to enter, and the mayor scurried 
from one makeshift location to another 
seeking somewhere to set up a crisis center. 
9/11 wasn’t Rudy Giuliani’s finest hour. It 
was the first day of the rest of his self-ag-
grandizing life.  

Within weeks, he’d be grasping for a 
third term and railing against Juan Gonza-
lez for writing muckraking Daily News col-
umns exposing the lies his administration 
and the EPA were spreading about the air 
quality in Lower Manhattan. And he re-
fused to enforce basic safety procedures 
during the clean-up of the mountain of 
toxic debris from the fallen towers—even 
as fires burned into December—in favor of 
advertising the city as open for business. 
That decision continues to extract its toll 
among those who spent time near Ground 
Zero. He congratulated Motorola for its 
great work, even though the company had 

sold the FDNY defective and inoperable 
radios in a sweetheart deal. 

There were acts of breathtaking brav-
ery, heroism, and generosity on 9/11. They 
deserve all of the veneration they’ve re-
ceived. But hundreds of people might have 
been spared had the years of warnings that 
emerged after the 1993 bombing—from 
the NYPD chief of department to the 
FDNY assistant commissioner of commu-
nications to the FBI Joint Terrorism Task 
Force—been heeded. On his way out the 
door, Rudy lined up million-dollar consult-
ing contracts for Giuliani Partners, a flim-
flam job cashing in on his leadership that 
day, when every warning given since he 
took office was ignored. By the time he 
threw in his lot with his old collaborator 
Donald Trump on Trump’s presidential 
run, Rudy had become, as Wayne Barrett 
called him in these pages, a “used 9/11 
memorabilia salesman.”

Rudy has now spent more years portray-
ing that dust-caked 9/11 leader than he 

spent as a corruption-busting federal pros-
ecutor turned two-term mayor. Now he’s a 
guy who recycles John Birch Society gar-
bage in a pretend office, talking into a little 
box to the willfully ignorant.

Maybe 9/11 is when the country went 
berserk. Psychologists say victims of 
trauma either integrate the injury and re-
cover or, failing that, become deformed by 
it. Rudy followed what was least in himself. 
And we accepted a war in Iraq built on lies, 
a regime of torture, permanent extrajudi-
cial detention, a catastrophic erosion of 
media spine, and corporate surveillance 
masked by social media’s mass distraction. 
There are the 9/11 diseases of the lungs 
and there is the hurt that festered into fas-
cism or simple nihilism. The hard hats and 
uniformed services that reported to the 
smoldering pile, stoic and sacred, sifting 
rubble for human remains—a lot of them 
voted for Trump, twice. 

We rebuilt. But we rebuilt a SimCity of 
empty glass towers, pieds-à-terre for peo-
ple from nowhere, vastly more stratified 

than the city that struggled together on 
September 12. The undocumented immi-
grants who decontaminated the offices 
below Houston Street as unprotected sub-
contractors are hunted now by COVID 
and living off delivery apps, if they sur-
vived Obama’s and Trump’s deportation 
machines. Nineteen years after 9/11, the 
pandemic ripped through a city less con-
nected, more transient, with fewer hospi-
tal beds, and more people living in 
extreme crowding because the cost of 
housing bears no relationship to the wages 
of most inhabitants. 

After 9/11, we are less committed to rea-
son, more willing to believe utter rot if it will 
comfort us or bolster our next 15-second 
battle. The 9/11 Truthers were an early 
warning of this alienation-driven appetite 
for nonsense, from QAnon to health quack-
ery. Rudy spent 20 years exploiting proxim-
ity to a disaster when his actual leadership 
was a failure, a harbinger of the image-over-
substance society we live in now.
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20 Years On

After the attacks in 2001, Mayor Giuliani wanted to postpone the election that would choose his successor. Nobody else did. 
Pictured here with the city’s 108th and 109th mayors, Mike Bloomberg and Bill de Blasio, to his left, at the 9/11 memorial service in 2015. 
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THE FALL OF 
‘AMERICA’S MAYOR’
9/11 Wasn’t Rudy’s Finest Hour, It Was the Beginning of His End

By Eileen Markey

T
he sweaty man suspended from prac-
ticing law—because the New York 
State appellate court found he sought 
to mislead judges—and now hawking 
gold futures and conspiracy theories 

in YouTube videos and on right-wing radio 
used to be “America’s Mayor.” On this 
20th anniversary of New York’s worst day, 
when the city is in the midst of another cri-
sis, this one not a crash and collapse com-
pleted in 102 minutes but a slow-rolling 
disaster, it’s impossible not to look again 
on Rudy Giuliani.

In the image he’s burnished for 20 years, 
he is covered in that sickly grey-white dust, 
the fitted Yankees cap pulled tight over his 
pate, walking purposefully up West Street, a 
cloud of collapsing tower behind him. 
While George W. Bush was flown in circles 
seeking safety—offline and unreachable by 
the press for several hours after the at-
tacks—Rudy was on the scene, as he’d been 
at so many fires, water-main breaks, snow-
storms, and parades. Twenty years later, 
he’s still struggling through that cloud of 
death, perhaps more consumed by it now 
than then. On 9/11, even critics of Rudy’s 
mean-spirited mayoralty ceded that he was 
Churchillian, offering surety to a shaken 
city. But so many “What happened to 
Rudy?” stories have been written by now 
that we’re panning already-sifted fool’s 
gold, the last bits of the reputation of a man 
who long ago became so much smaller than 
himself. These pieces all feel like eulogies 
for Rudy. But Rudy didn’t die. A different 
New York did.

Whatever relevance he held into the 
Trump years was the flickering half-life of 
prestige earned on September 11. That itself 
was a reinvention. On September 10, 2001, 
Rudy Giuliani was a lame-duck mayor 
who’d scuttled a U.S. Senate run the year be-
fore as his marriage and health imploded. 
His political career was at an end. He had 
dismal approval ratings among New York-
ers, who had long since soured on his pee-
vishness, brownshirt disregard for civil 
liberties, and compulsion to throw oil on the 
fires of racial discord. As Rudy, in his first 
term and emboldened by the “Gingrich rev-
olution” of 1994, rolled out one cruel and 
dehumanizing policy after another, these 
pages and the lips of many an outraged New 
Yorker cried fascism. Little did we know. On 
September 10, New Yorkers were ready for 
Rudy to exit stage right.

Then the planes hit. 
We have a Churchillian image of Rudy 

in the crisis because he wanted to make 
sure we did. As Wayne Barrett and Dan 
Collins reported in Grand Illusion: The Un-
told Story of Rudy Giuliani and 9/11, Rudy 
was downtown on 9/11 because he was 
walking to his bunker, one of the most stu-
pidly placed emergency command centers 
ever built. The prime requirement for this 

risible shelter was that it be within walking 
distance of City Hall. A more logical loca-
tion would have been MetroTech, in down-
town Brooklyn, where the fire department 
and 9-1-1 system already had a state-of-
the-art facility. Rudy’s $61 million bunker 
in the sky was 23 stories up, occupying a 
full floor of the overpriced building at 7 
World Trade Center, part of a complex that 
everyone except Rudy Giuliani understood 
was a bull’s-eye for terrorists. In 1993, the 
North Tower had been the target of a gar-
gantuan truck bomb, engendering a flurry 
of reports on the urgency of improving 
communication and cooperation between 
the police and fire departments and be-
tween 9-1-1 dispatch operators and first re-
sponders in the field; on the need to bring 
the Port Authority–controlled World Trade 
Center into compliance with NYC fire 
safety and egress building codes; and on 
the necessity of overhauling the FDNY’s 
protocol for fighting mega-high-rise fires. 
None of these issues were resolved in the 

eight years of Rudy’s mayoralty. 
All of them proved fatal on 9/11. 
Damaged by debris from the first plane, 

the emergency command bunker was im-
possible to enter, and the mayor scurried 
from one makeshift location to another 
seeking somewhere to set up a crisis center. 
9/11 wasn’t Rudy Giuliani’s finest hour. It 
was the first day of the rest of his self-ag-
grandizing life.  

Within weeks, he’d be grasping for a 
third term and railing against Juan Gonza-
lez for writing muckraking Daily News col-
umns exposing the lies his administration 
and the EPA were spreading about the air 
quality in Lower Manhattan. And he re-
fused to enforce basic safety procedures 
during the clean-up of the mountain of 
toxic debris from the fallen towers—even 
as fires burned into December—in favor of 
advertising the city as open for business. 
That decision continues to extract its toll 
among those who spent time near Ground 
Zero. He congratulated Motorola for its 
great work, even though the company had 

sold the FDNY defective and inoperable 
radios in a sweetheart deal. 

There were acts of breathtaking brav-
ery, heroism, and generosity on 9/11. They 
deserve all of the veneration they’ve re-
ceived. But hundreds of people might have 
been spared had the years of warnings that 
emerged after the 1993 bombing—from 
the NYPD chief of department to the 
FDNY assistant commissioner of commu-
nications to the FBI Joint Terrorism Task 
Force—been heeded. On his way out the 
door, Rudy lined up million-dollar consult-
ing contracts for Giuliani Partners, a flim-
flam job cashing in on his leadership that 
day, when every warning given since he 
took office was ignored. By the time he 
threw in his lot with his old collaborator 
Donald Trump on Trump’s presidential 
run, Rudy had become, as Wayne Barrett 
called him in these pages, a “used 9/11 
memorabilia salesman.”

Rudy has now spent more years portray-
ing that dust-caked 9/11 leader than he 

spent as a corruption-busting federal pros-
ecutor turned two-term mayor. Now he’s a 
guy who recycles John Birch Society gar-
bage in a pretend office, talking into a little 
box to the willfully ignorant.

Maybe 9/11 is when the country went 
berserk. Psychologists say victims of 
trauma either integrate the injury and re-
cover or, failing that, become deformed by 
it. Rudy followed what was least in himself. 
And we accepted a war in Iraq built on lies, 
a regime of torture, permanent extrajudi-
cial detention, a catastrophic erosion of 
media spine, and corporate surveillance 
masked by social media’s mass distraction. 
There are the 9/11 diseases of the lungs 
and there is the hurt that festered into fas-
cism or simple nihilism. The hard hats and 
uniformed services that reported to the 
smoldering pile, stoic and sacred, sifting 
rubble for human remains—a lot of them 
voted for Trump, twice. 

We rebuilt. But we rebuilt a SimCity of 
empty glass towers, pieds-à-terre for peo-
ple from nowhere, vastly more stratified 

than the city that struggled together on 
September 12. The undocumented immi-
grants who decontaminated the offices 
below Houston Street as unprotected sub-
contractors are hunted now by COVID 
and living off delivery apps, if they sur-
vived Obama’s and Trump’s deportation 
machines. Nineteen years after 9/11, the 
pandemic ripped through a city less con-
nected, more transient, with fewer hospi-
tal beds, and more people living in 
extreme crowding because the cost of 
housing bears no relationship to the wages 
of most inhabitants. 

After 9/11, we are less committed to rea-
son, more willing to believe utter rot if it will 
comfort us or bolster our next 15-second 
battle. The 9/11 Truthers were an early 
warning of this alienation-driven appetite 
for nonsense, from QAnon to health quack-
ery. Rudy spent 20 years exploiting proxim-
ity to a disaster when his actual leadership 
was a failure, a harbinger of the image-over-
substance society we live in now.
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20 Years On

After the attacks in 2001, Mayor Giuliani wanted to postpone the election that would choose his successor. Nobody else did. 
Pictured here with the city’s 108th and 109th mayors, Mike Bloomberg and Bill de Blasio, to his left, at the 9/11 memorial service in 2015. 
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FIGHTING NOT TO BE 
FORGOTTEN
As much as the country has changed since 9/11, some things
remain the same
By Natasha Ishak

A
ccess to free or affordable healthcare 
for 9/11 survivors was a hard-fought 
struggle for advocates like Lila Nord-
strom, who lobbied legislators for 
over a decade as the founder of Stuy-

Health, an advocacy group for impacted 
youths from the prestigious Stuyvesant 
High School, located half a mile from the 
fallen World Trade Center. In her new 
book, Some Kids Left Behind, Nordstrom 
takes us through her evolution from teen 
survivor to healthcare activist, as she, along 
with the rest of her class, was swept up in 
the tragedy. The consequences of that day 
and the events thereafter have been far-
reaching, more than anyone could have 
imagined then. 

For all the pomp politicians have long put 
into memorializing 9/11, guaranteeing 
healthcare for survivors never topped their 
priorities list. It wasn’t until 2010 that Con-
gress passed the James Zadroga 9/11 Health 
and Compensation Act, named for the first 
responder whose death spurred strong sus-
picions of a link between chronic illnesses 
among survivors to toxins that had contam-
inated Ground Zero. The act set up a federal 
health monitoring and treatment program 
for 9/11 first responders and community 
survivors, including residents, workers, and 
students affected by the disaster. Five years 
later, Congress passed legislation to ensure 
the program’s longevity and reauthorize the 
9/11 Victim Compensation Fund. 

In the first 50 pages of Nordstrom’s 
memoir, we experience the catastrophe 
through her 17-year-old self, a chilling 
glimpse of the chaos on the ground in the 
wake of the Twin Towers’ collapse. The de-
bris from the crumbling skyscrapers coated 
several blocks of the city in a hazardous 
haze (one of the Village Voice’s own reports 
noted that the smell and the smoke from 
Ground Zero were detectable for weeks in 
the outer boroughs, often mistaken for local 
fires). She and some other students made it 
out of Manhattan that day guided by a 
young phys ed teacher. One of Nordstrom’s 
classmates generously opened her Queens 
home—Nordstrom had refused to return to 
her own family in Chelsea, as nowhere on 
the isle of Manhattan felt safe to the trau-
matized teen. That need to escape finally 
drove the native New Yorker from the city, 
and she eventually built a life in California. 
But she was kept tethered to NYC, and by 
extension, to the one day she’d rather for-
get, by suspicious health issues that arose 

among her former classmates. (Nord-
strom’s asthma had also worsened after 
9/11.)

Myriad health reports later connected 
the illnesses experienced by many first re-
sponders to toxins that contaminated 
Ground Zero. Lesser understood was that 
nonresponders in the area, such as stu-
dents, were also vulnerable to developing 
9/11-related illnesses, ranging from chronic 
acid reflux to various cancers. By 2007, 
Nord strom and her classmates had become 
part of 9/11’s survivor cohort, which grew as 
health experts uncovered the true extent of 
the tragedy’s impact. Nordstrom struggled 
to secure healthcare as part of a pre–Afford-
able Care Act generation that survived one 

of the worst tragedies in U.S. history—halv-
ing her dosage to stretch out medication, 
flying cross-country to access the free pro-
gram for survivors—and her narrative takes 
us through the pitfalls of advocating for a 
student community largely left out of the 
9/11 conversation. 

Nordstrom’s story is one of struggle, but 
it’s also rife with politics, which in America 
touches everything, including healthcare. 
While 9/11 was draped in political theater, 
many survivors were left without support to 
deal with their ruptured lives. (Nordstrom 
herself sought therapy 15 years after.) Not 
just then but now, in the COVID-19 era, pol-
itics triumph as warring ideologies fight 
over masks and vaccinations and lock-
downs and reopenings, placing party loyal-
ties and economics squarely above public 
health concerns. 

Some Stuyvesant students rebelled 
against the politicization of their victimhood 
(reciting the pledge of allegiance or not be-
came an interesting proxy for the divided 
student body), but as kids, they were mostly 

powerless against the political tide. Stuyves-
ant was among the first to bring their stu-
dents back into downtown, just a month 
after 9/11—there were six schools within 
walking distance of the WTC, with roughly 
23,000 students in total—as school and gov-
ernment officials rushed to normalcy de-
spite evidence of health risks brought up by 
the Parents’ Association (which hired its 
own environmental investigator, who found 
the school contaminated with 9/11-induced 
toxins). As Nordstrom can attest, that negli-
gence proved disastrous. 

The Village Voice was the first publication 
to cover advocacy efforts by affected 
Stuyvesant alumni, in a 2006 article, the 
headline of which inspired the memoir’s ti-
tle. The Voice’s 9/11 reporting is heavily 
cited in the book, but Nordstrom ultimately 
laments that she was disappointed with the 
paper because it didn’t follow through with 
more coverage on the Stuyvesant students’ 
struggle. In her eyes, the story wasn’t 
deemed “sensational” enough by the paper 
for a follow-up, the sole trait she believes 

makes a topic newsworthy to the press. As 
Nordstrom puts it, that experience was her 
first lesson on the media, and spawned her 
negative views about the press as a whole, a 
perception frequently held by the politically 
active—from leftists to Trumpers—who feel 
that their cause is not advanced by main-
stream media.

Stuyvesant’s push to reopen as quickly as 
possible while risking students’ health mir-
rors New York City’s tangled attempts today 
to return to normal amid this seesawing 
pandemic, including debates over school 
safety protocols in the face of COVID health 
risks to teachers and children, and rising 
rates of infection and hospitalization. As the 
delta variant triggers another surge—largely 
among the unvaccinated, which includes all 
children under the age of 12—debates 
around the pandemic neglect to consider 
the long-term risks of contracting COVID-
 19, designated as “long COVID” by health 
officials. The condition refers to health ef-
fects that can linger well after a person re-
covers from the virus, including brain fog, 
shortness of breath, and even internal organ 
damage. In severe cases, long COVID is 
considered a disability under the Ameri-
cans with Disabilities Act. 

Research on the true scope of long
COVID is preliminary so far. The good news 
is that further studies are expected, after 
$1.15 billion in funding was approved by 
Congress late last year. Still, it will likely be 
years before we fully grasp the health strug-
gles of today’s COVID long haulers, remi-
niscent of how it was for student survivors 
suffering from not yet understood health ef-
fects in the years after 9/11. Will long haul-
ers, too, have to scrap for healthcare over 
illnesses brought on by an event outside 
their control? Some COVID survivor groups 
have already lobbied for supportive legisla-
tion on Capitol Hill, just as 9/11 survivors 
fought for help. In that light, Nordstrom’s 
story of politics over public health and the 
continuing fight for affordable healthcare is 
uncomfortably relevant today. Some things 
never change, as the country is divided and 
people, inevitably, get left behind.

Ethan Moses

20 Years On

For all the pomp 
politicians have put 
into memorializing 
9/11, healthcare 
for survivors 
never topped their 
priorities list.

The damage done: Photo taken from the roof of Stuyvesant High 
School in late May 2002.
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FIGHTING NOT TO BE 
FORGOTTEN
As much as the country has changed since 9/11, some things
remain the same
By Natasha Ishak
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struggle for advocates like Lila Nord-
strom, who lobbied legislators for 
over a decade as the founder of Stuy-

Health, an advocacy group for impacted 
youths from the prestigious Stuyvesant 
High School, located half a mile from the 
fallen World Trade Center. In her new 
book, Some Kids Left Behind, Nordstrom 
takes us through her evolution from teen 
survivor to healthcare activist, as she, along 
with the rest of her class, was swept up in 
the tragedy. The consequences of that day 
and the events thereafter have been far-
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home—Nordstrom had refused to return to 
her own family in Chelsea, as nowhere on 
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matized teen. That need to escape finally 
drove the native New Yorker from the city, 
and she eventually built a life in California. 
But she was kept tethered to NYC, and by 
extension, to the one day she’d rather for-
get, by suspicious health issues that arose 
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Stuyvesant’s push to reopen as quickly as 
possible while risking students’ health mir-
rors New York City’s tangled attempts today 
to return to normal amid this seesawing 
pandemic, including debates over school 
safety protocols in the face of COVID health 
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among the unvaccinated, which includes all 
children under the age of 12—debates 
around the pandemic neglect to consider 
the long-term risks of contracting COVID-
 19, designated as “long COVID” by health 
officials. The condition refers to health ef-
fects that can linger well after a person re-
covers from the virus, including brain fog, 
shortness of breath, and even internal organ 
damage. In severe cases, long COVID is 
considered a disability under the Ameri-
cans with Disabilities Act. 

Research on the true scope of long
COVID is preliminary so far. The good news 
is that further studies are expected, after 
$1.15 billion in funding was approved by 
Congress late last year. Still, it will likely be 
years before we fully grasp the health strug-
gles of today’s COVID long haulers, remi-
niscent of how it was for student survivors 
suffering from not yet understood health ef-
fects in the years after 9/11. Will long haul-
ers, too, have to scrap for healthcare over 
illnesses brought on by an event outside 
their control? Some COVID survivor groups 
have already lobbied for supportive legisla-
tion on Capitol Hill, just as 9/11 survivors 
fought for help. In that light, Nordstrom’s 
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never change, as the country is divided and 
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politicians have put 
into memorializing 
9/11, healthcare 
for survivors 
never topped their 
priorities list.

The damage done: Photo taken from the roof of Stuyvesant High 
School in late May 2002.
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BROADWAY’S AWAKE 
AGAIN–AND SUDDENLY 
WOKE, TOO?
Musto fills us in on what’s best to see on the boards this
fall and what to avoid like … well, a plague
By Michael Musto

B
roadway’s coming back! And while the 
Great White Way hasn’t exactly turned 
into the Great Black Way, it’s getting 
closer, since many of the shows being 
mounted make it clear that Broadway 

got a lot more woke while it was sleeping. 
Just like a lot of magazine editors suddenly 

started scrambling for Black cover subjects 
under pressure last year, Broadway has real-
ized that it’s been underrepresenting any-
one who isn’t white for a long, long time. 
And that makes us wonder: You mean, all 
these years, they could have done more 
shows by, with, and for Black people?

Another change is that abusive producer 
Scott Rudin is out of the game, having 
backed down when it was revealed that he 
routinely did things like clobbering an un-
derling with a computer monitor, flinging a 
potato at another employee, and throwing a 
laptop out a window before tossing himself 
out of producing. It’s no doubt a good thing 
that the revival of The Music Man—about an 
annoyingly persuasive con man—is now 
produced by someone else.

As for other shows, Springsteen on Broad-
way is already back, and many other hits are 
returning, including Hamilton, Dear Evan 
Hansen, Jagged Little Pill, and Moulin Rouge! 
The Musical (without star Karen Olivo, who 
announced that she was quitting because of 
the industry silence surrounding Rudin’s 
behavior. She now seems like a blazing 
hero). But we’re also seeing a slate of new 
entries, some in motion before the pan-
demic and others recently concocted. And 
what it all proves to me is that we really 
couldn’t live without the arts—we simply 
managed to find other ways to enjoy them 
(online readings and shows) while waiting it 
out. And now it’s live again. And I’m there 
again. In hopes that enough pliable tourists 
come in to make Broadway profitable 

again—until October 31, patrons will be re-
quired to be vaxxed and masked in the the-
ater—here are some of the heady highlights 
for the rest of the year.

 
PASS OVER (previews started August 4, 

opened August 22)
In Antoinette Chinonye Nwandu’s Lortel 

Award–winning play—already filmed by 
Spike Lee—two Black males stand on a cor-
ner and pass the time with rough but hope-
ful small talk, always vigilant for potentially 
lethal police not too far away. And then a 
white stranger comes along and shakes 
things up. Is he Godot? I guess you’ll have to 
wait and see.

 
LACKAWANNA BLUES (previews start 

September 14, opens September 28)
Ruben Santiago-Hudson is a noted actor, 

writer, and August Wilson interpreter. 
Coming to Broadway for the first time, 
Lackawanna Blues is a one-man, 20-charac-
ter show about his childhood in an upstate 
boarding house, where the kindly Miss Ra-
chel provided love and inspiration. I usually 
don’t care for one-person shows, but I defi-
nitely want to see Ruben Santiago-Hudson 
play Miss Rachel.

La Dolce Broadway

Steve Rosenzweig

 SIX (previews start September 16, opens 
October 3)

This British musical take on the six wives 
of Henry VIII was all set to open and get re-
viewed in March ’20, but lockdown ap-
proached as dramatically as Anne Boleyn’s 
beheading. Well, it’s back, like a rehabbed 
pop star. The show reimagines the wives as 
attitudey, modern-day music divas who at 
one point in time become “all the single la-
dies.”

 
CHICKEN & BISCUITS (previews start 

September 23, opens October 10)
Norm Lewis and Michael Urie star in 

Douglas Lyons’s “raucous family comedy,” 
in which a big family secret is unveiled at 
Dad’s funeral. The result is being sold as 
feel-good, but I might like it anyway.

 
THE LEHMAN TRILOGY (previews start 

September 25, opens October 14)
Stefano Massini’s cash-flow epic stars Si-

mon Russell Beale, Adam Godley, and 
Adrian Lester (you heard me) as the Leh-
mans, in a production directed by Sam 
Mendes. Having scored in London, this is 
considered to be one of the season’s must-
sees, a three-hour exploration of “the vicis-
situde of American capitalism through the 
164-year history of the Lehman brothers.” I 
just hope it’s that rare cash-flow epic with 
some cheap seats.

 
THE LYCEUM PLAYS
Two works that use real-life dialogue—

both of which were produced at off-Broad-
way’s Vineyard Theatre—will play in 
repertory at the Lyceum. The alternating 
docudramas are Tina Satter’s Is This a 
Room, using the actual transcript of the FBI 
interrogating info leaker Reality Winner, 
played by Emily Davis (previews start Sep-
tember 24, opens October 1), and Dana H., 
in which Deidre O’Connell lip-synchs tapes 
of the real-life mother of playwright Lucas 
Hnath, as she discusses having been held 
captive by a crazed criminal (previews start 
October 1, opens October 17). Whatever the 
critics say, they definitely won’t gripe, “The 
dialogue just doesn’t sound convincing.”

 
CAROLINE, OR CHANGE (previews 

start October 8, opens October 27)
The 1963-set Tony Kushner/Jeanine Tes-

ori musical about a Black maid working for 

a Jewish family in Louisiana gets another 
go-’round in a production that won acco-
lades in London. (That faraway city has 
clearly become “the road.”) Sharon D. 
Clarke stars as the woman who finds some 
coins, along with some cultural rift, leading 
to a truly diverse experience in which the 
bus, the washing machine, and the moon 
are all given voices.

 
THOUGHTS OF A COLORED MAN 

(previews start October 1, opens October 31)
A Brooklyn-based brotherhood of Black 

characters is celebrated in this Keenan Scott 
II play, which “blends spoken word, slam 

poetry, rhythm, and humor.” This sounds 
way better than Brooklyn: The Musical. 

 
DIANA (previews start November 2, 

opens November 17)
Are you simply jonesing to see actors 

playing Princess Diana, Prince Charles, 
Queen Elizabeth, and Camilla Parker 
Bowles burst into song? Are you positively 
dying for numbers like “Only the Monarchy 
Is on the Line” and “Here Comes James 
Hewitt”? See you there.

 
TROUBLE IN MIND (previews start Oc-

tober 29, opens November 18)
Alice Childress’s 1955 play about theater 

finally gets to shine on Broadway. It centers 
on a Black actress who’s tired of playing 
maids and who is relieved to appear in a 
play that tackles racism. But as the rehearsal 
process carries out, it becomes clear that 
racism exists outside the bounds of the play 
she’s preparing for. Trouble in Mind was an-
nounced for Broadway in 1957, but that 
didn’t happen. It seems perfect for now, as a 
mirror to our tumultuous era of three-steps-
forward, two-steps-back. Tony winner 
LaChanze stars.

 
MRS. DOUBTFIRE (previews start Octo-

ber 21, opens December 5)
A straight guy dons drag, and naturally, 

Broadway loves the idea! But this one also 
has gays helping him with makeup and ac-
cessories. Based on the 1993 Robin Wil-
liams film comedy, the musical stars 
Broadway stalwart Rob McClure as the un-
employed actor who transforms into a Scot-
tish nanny in order to stay close to his kids. 
As with Tootsie, he—everybody now—be-
comes a better person in the process.

 CLYDE’S (previews start November 3, 
opens November 22)

Pulitzer winner Lynn Nottage wrote this 
dramedy set at a truck-stop sandwich shop, 
where the ex-con staffers are aiming to cre-
ate the perfect sandwich while also making 
their lives more nutritious. It’s one of seven 
Broadway-bound plays by Black writers for 
’21. Again: You mean, all these years.…?

 
FLYING OVER SUNSET (previews start 

November 4, opens December 6)
Ever wonder what a fictional meeting be-

tween LSD-takers Aldous Huxley, Clare 
Booth Luce, and Cary Grant would be like? 
No? Then you haven’t done enough LSD. 
But creators Tom Kitt, Michael Korie, and 
James Lapine have managed to spin this 
premise into a musical, and without the 
help of hallucinogens. I’m hoping for some 
acid wit on display.

 
COMPANY (previews start November 

15, opens December 9) 
Phone rings, door chimes, in comes the 

gender-realigned version of Company, the 
1970 Stephen Sondheim–scored musical 
about a single New Yorker’s road to realiz-
ing that “alone is alone, not alive.” 
In this version of the anecdotal 
show, Bobby is now Bobbie (played 
by The Band’s Visit Tony winner Ka-
trina Lenk), though Joanne is still 
Joanne, with Patti LuPone doing 
the honors of ragging on “the dino-
saurs surviving the crunch.” I’ll 
drink to that.

 
SKELETON CREW (previews 

start Dec 21, opens January 12, 
2022)

This is the third in Dominique 
Morisseau’s “Detroit Project” cy-
cle, which explores that city’s com-
plex sociopolitical history. Skeleton 
Crew is set at a car factory on the 
verge of foreclosure, which forces 
the workers to question loyalties 
and evolve for survival. I look for-
ward to seeing if there are parallels 
between this and Lynn Nottage’s 
2015 working-class drama, Sweat—
or even with her new play, Clyde’s. 
Ruben Santiago-Hudson (yes, him 
again) directs, and one of the stars 
is Phylicia Rashad, whom we can 
never get enough of—as an actor. 
But if you’re offended by her eye-
popping tweet celebrating Bill Cos-
by’s prison release (followed by a 
clarification, stating that she cares 
about rape victims), then wait till 
you read the next item.

 
MJ THE MUSICAL (previews 

start December 6, opens February 
1, 2022)

The aforementioned Lynn Not-
tage has written the script of this 
jukebox show about the young Mi-
chael Jackson’s creative process. 
Producers have obviously done 
their research and figured they can 
make cash off this piece because it 
deals with the pre–“Jesus juice” 
years, and besides, some ticket 

buyers think Michael is innocent or don’t 
care either way, they just appreciate him as 
an artist. But I know a lot of “P.Y.T.’s” who 
will not be purchasing a ticket, thank you. 
And I’m personally not thrilled, nor will I be 
rooting for there to be a musical about O. J. 
Simpson’s triumphant early years in foot-
ball. 

 
THE MUSIC MAN (previews start De-

cember 20, opens February 10, 2022) 
No, it’s not true that this revival has been 

percolating so long that they’re changing 
Marian the Librarian’s little brother to her 
son. Age is irrelevant in the illusory world of 
the theater. Besides, Hugh Jackman and 
Sutton Foster are high-wattage stars, and 
the very white story of a man who drums up 
fake “trouble in River City” for his own per-
sonal gain is more relevant than ever. 
What’s more, I’m looking forward to de-
bates over whether the song “Shipoopi”—
with lyrics like “Squeeze her once, when she 
isn’t lookin’ ”—is all shipoopied out. 

 
Bye, Zoom! See you all on Broadway, I 

hope!

Another change is that abusive 
producer Scott Rudin is out of the 
game, having backed down when it was 
revealed that he routinely did things 
like clobbering an underling with a 
computer monitor, fl inging a potato 
at another employee, and throwing a 
laptop out a window before tossing 
himself out of producing.

Steve Rosenzweig
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BROADWAY’S AWAKE 
AGAIN–AND SUDDENLY 
WOKE, TOO?
Musto fills us in on what’s best to see on the boards this
fall and what to avoid like … well, a plague
By Michael Musto

B
roadway’s coming back! And while the 
Great White Way hasn’t exactly turned 
into the Great Black Way, it’s getting 
closer, since many of the shows being 
mounted make it clear that Broadway 

got a lot more woke while it was sleeping. 
Just like a lot of magazine editors suddenly 

started scrambling for Black cover subjects 
under pressure last year, Broadway has real-
ized that it’s been underrepresenting any-
one who isn’t white for a long, long time. 
And that makes us wonder: You mean, all 
these years, they could have done more 
shows by, with, and for Black people?

Another change is that abusive producer 
Scott Rudin is out of the game, having 
backed down when it was revealed that he 
routinely did things like clobbering an un-
derling with a computer monitor, flinging a 
potato at another employee, and throwing a 
laptop out a window before tossing himself 
out of producing. It’s no doubt a good thing 
that the revival of The Music Man—about an 
annoyingly persuasive con man—is now 
produced by someone else.

As for other shows, Springsteen on Broad-
way is already back, and many other hits are 
returning, including Hamilton, Dear Evan 
Hansen, Jagged Little Pill, and Moulin Rouge! 
The Musical (without star Karen Olivo, who 
announced that she was quitting because of 
the industry silence surrounding Rudin’s 
behavior. She now seems like a blazing 
hero). But we’re also seeing a slate of new 
entries, some in motion before the pan-
demic and others recently concocted. And 
what it all proves to me is that we really 
couldn’t live without the arts—we simply 
managed to find other ways to enjoy them 
(online readings and shows) while waiting it 
out. And now it’s live again. And I’m there 
again. In hopes that enough pliable tourists 
come in to make Broadway profitable 

again—until October 31, patrons will be re-
quired to be vaxxed and masked in the the-
ater—here are some of the heady highlights 
for the rest of the year.

 
PASS OVER (previews started August 4, 

opened August 22)
In Antoinette Chinonye Nwandu’s Lortel 

Award–winning play—already filmed by 
Spike Lee—two Black males stand on a cor-
ner and pass the time with rough but hope-
ful small talk, always vigilant for potentially 
lethal police not too far away. And then a 
white stranger comes along and shakes 
things up. Is he Godot? I guess you’ll have to 
wait and see.

 
LACKAWANNA BLUES (previews start 

September 14, opens September 28)
Ruben Santiago-Hudson is a noted actor, 

writer, and August Wilson interpreter. 
Coming to Broadway for the first time, 
Lackawanna Blues is a one-man, 20-charac-
ter show about his childhood in an upstate 
boarding house, where the kindly Miss Ra-
chel provided love and inspiration. I usually 
don’t care for one-person shows, but I defi-
nitely want to see Ruben Santiago-Hudson 
play Miss Rachel.

La Dolce Broadway

Steve Rosenzweig

 SIX (previews start September 16, opens 
October 3)

This British musical take on the six wives 
of Henry VIII was all set to open and get re-
viewed in March ’20, but lockdown ap-
proached as dramatically as Anne Boleyn’s 
beheading. Well, it’s back, like a rehabbed 
pop star. The show reimagines the wives as 
attitudey, modern-day music divas who at 
one point in time become “all the single la-
dies.”

 
CHICKEN & BISCUITS (previews start 

September 23, opens October 10)
Norm Lewis and Michael Urie star in 

Douglas Lyons’s “raucous family comedy,” 
in which a big family secret is unveiled at 
Dad’s funeral. The result is being sold as 
feel-good, but I might like it anyway.

 
THE LEHMAN TRILOGY (previews start 

September 25, opens October 14)
Stefano Massini’s cash-flow epic stars Si-

mon Russell Beale, Adam Godley, and 
Adrian Lester (you heard me) as the Leh-
mans, in a production directed by Sam 
Mendes. Having scored in London, this is 
considered to be one of the season’s must-
sees, a three-hour exploration of “the vicis-
situde of American capitalism through the 
164-year history of the Lehman brothers.” I 
just hope it’s that rare cash-flow epic with 
some cheap seats.

 
THE LYCEUM PLAYS
Two works that use real-life dialogue—

both of which were produced at off-Broad-
way’s Vineyard Theatre—will play in 
repertory at the Lyceum. The alternating 
docudramas are Tina Satter’s Is This a 
Room, using the actual transcript of the FBI 
interrogating info leaker Reality Winner, 
played by Emily Davis (previews start Sep-
tember 24, opens October 1), and Dana H., 
in which Deidre O’Connell lip-synchs tapes 
of the real-life mother of playwright Lucas 
Hnath, as she discusses having been held 
captive by a crazed criminal (previews start 
October 1, opens October 17). Whatever the 
critics say, they definitely won’t gripe, “The 
dialogue just doesn’t sound convincing.”

 
CAROLINE, OR CHANGE (previews 

start October 8, opens October 27)
The 1963-set Tony Kushner/Jeanine Tes-

ori musical about a Black maid working for 

a Jewish family in Louisiana gets another 
go-’round in a production that won acco-
lades in London. (That faraway city has 
clearly become “the road.”) Sharon D. 
Clarke stars as the woman who finds some 
coins, along with some cultural rift, leading 
to a truly diverse experience in which the 
bus, the washing machine, and the moon 
are all given voices.

 
THOUGHTS OF A COLORED MAN 

(previews start October 1, opens October 31)
A Brooklyn-based brotherhood of Black 

characters is celebrated in this Keenan Scott 
II play, which “blends spoken word, slam 

poetry, rhythm, and humor.” This sounds 
way better than Brooklyn: The Musical. 

 
DIANA (previews start November 2, 

opens November 17)
Are you simply jonesing to see actors 

playing Princess Diana, Prince Charles, 
Queen Elizabeth, and Camilla Parker 
Bowles burst into song? Are you positively 
dying for numbers like “Only the Monarchy 
Is on the Line” and “Here Comes James 
Hewitt”? See you there.

 
TROUBLE IN MIND (previews start Oc-

tober 29, opens November 18)
Alice Childress’s 1955 play about theater 

finally gets to shine on Broadway. It centers 
on a Black actress who’s tired of playing 
maids and who is relieved to appear in a 
play that tackles racism. But as the rehearsal 
process carries out, it becomes clear that 
racism exists outside the bounds of the play 
she’s preparing for. Trouble in Mind was an-
nounced for Broadway in 1957, but that 
didn’t happen. It seems perfect for now, as a 
mirror to our tumultuous era of three-steps-
forward, two-steps-back. Tony winner 
LaChanze stars.

 
MRS. DOUBTFIRE (previews start Octo-

ber 21, opens December 5)
A straight guy dons drag, and naturally, 

Broadway loves the idea! But this one also 
has gays helping him with makeup and ac-
cessories. Based on the 1993 Robin Wil-
liams film comedy, the musical stars 
Broadway stalwart Rob McClure as the un-
employed actor who transforms into a Scot-
tish nanny in order to stay close to his kids. 
As with Tootsie, he—everybody now—be-
comes a better person in the process.

 CLYDE’S (previews start November 3, 
opens November 22)

Pulitzer winner Lynn Nottage wrote this 
dramedy set at a truck-stop sandwich shop, 
where the ex-con staffers are aiming to cre-
ate the perfect sandwich while also making 
their lives more nutritious. It’s one of seven 
Broadway-bound plays by Black writers for 
’21. Again: You mean, all these years.…?

 
FLYING OVER SUNSET (previews start 

November 4, opens December 6)
Ever wonder what a fictional meeting be-

tween LSD-takers Aldous Huxley, Clare 
Booth Luce, and Cary Grant would be like? 
No? Then you haven’t done enough LSD. 
But creators Tom Kitt, Michael Korie, and 
James Lapine have managed to spin this 
premise into a musical, and without the 
help of hallucinogens. I’m hoping for some 
acid wit on display.

 
COMPANY (previews start November 

15, opens December 9) 
Phone rings, door chimes, in comes the 

gender-realigned version of Company, the 
1970 Stephen Sondheim–scored musical 
about a single New Yorker’s road to realiz-
ing that “alone is alone, not alive.” 
In this version of the anecdotal 
show, Bobby is now Bobbie (played 
by The Band’s Visit Tony winner Ka-
trina Lenk), though Joanne is still 
Joanne, with Patti LuPone doing 
the honors of ragging on “the dino-
saurs surviving the crunch.” I’ll 
drink to that.

 
SKELETON CREW (previews 

start Dec 21, opens January 12, 
2022)

This is the third in Dominique 
Morisseau’s “Detroit Project” cy-
cle, which explores that city’s com-
plex sociopolitical history. Skeleton 
Crew is set at a car factory on the 
verge of foreclosure, which forces 
the workers to question loyalties 
and evolve for survival. I look for-
ward to seeing if there are parallels 
between this and Lynn Nottage’s 
2015 working-class drama, Sweat—
or even with her new play, Clyde’s. 
Ruben Santiago-Hudson (yes, him 
again) directs, and one of the stars 
is Phylicia Rashad, whom we can 
never get enough of—as an actor. 
But if you’re offended by her eye-
popping tweet celebrating Bill Cos-
by’s prison release (followed by a 
clarification, stating that she cares 
about rape victims), then wait till 
you read the next item.

 
MJ THE MUSICAL (previews 

start December 6, opens February 
1, 2022)

The aforementioned Lynn Not-
tage has written the script of this 
jukebox show about the young Mi-
chael Jackson’s creative process. 
Producers have obviously done 
their research and figured they can 
make cash off this piece because it 
deals with the pre–“Jesus juice” 
years, and besides, some ticket 

buyers think Michael is innocent or don’t 
care either way, they just appreciate him as 
an artist. But I know a lot of “P.Y.T.’s” who 
will not be purchasing a ticket, thank you. 
And I’m personally not thrilled, nor will I be 
rooting for there to be a musical about O. J. 
Simpson’s triumphant early years in foot-
ball. 

 
THE MUSIC MAN (previews start De-

cember 20, opens February 10, 2022) 
No, it’s not true that this revival has been 

percolating so long that they’re changing 
Marian the Librarian’s little brother to her 
son. Age is irrelevant in the illusory world of 
the theater. Besides, Hugh Jackman and 
Sutton Foster are high-wattage stars, and 
the very white story of a man who drums up 
fake “trouble in River City” for his own per-
sonal gain is more relevant than ever. 
What’s more, I’m looking forward to de-
bates over whether the song “Shipoopi”—
with lyrics like “Squeeze her once, when she 
isn’t lookin’ ”—is all shipoopied out. 

 
Bye, Zoom! See you all on Broadway, I 

hope!

Another change is that abusive 
producer Scott Rudin is out of the 
game, having backed down when it was 
revealed that he routinely did things 
like clobbering an underling with a 
computer monitor, fl inging a potato 
at another employee, and throwing a 
laptop out a window before tossing 
himself out of producing.

Steve Rosenzweig
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F O R  Y O U R
S U P P O R T  N Y C !
C E L E B R A T I N G  5 0  Y E A R S  O F  P L E A S U R E

T O  C E L E B R A T E  5 0  Y E A R S ,  W E ' L L  B E  D O N A T I N G  
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G A Y  F O R  G O O D  N Y C ,  

A  V O L U N T E E R  N O N - P R O F I T  P O S I T I V E L Y  I M P A C T I N G  O U R  C O M M U N I T Y  

T H R O U G H  S O C I A L  A N D  E N V I R O N M E N T A L  C A U S E S .

U P P E R
E A S T  S I D E

1 1 5 0  2 N D  A V E

2 1 2 . 3 5 5 . 6 9 0 9

W E S T
V I L L A G E

1 5 6  7 T H  A V E  S O U T H

2 1 2 . 2 4 2 . 2 1 5 8

MIGUEL ALGARÍN’S ‘HIGH 
ART OF THE ROACHES AND 
THE TENEMENTS’
The cofounder of the Nuyorican Poets Cafe lived
life through his poetry
By Susan L. Hornik

A
s much in death as in life, Nuyorican 
Poets Cafe cofounder Miguel Algarín 
commands an audience. When he 
passed away, on November 30, 2020, 
poet-activist Nancy Mercado came up 

with the idea of creating a virtual memorial 
that ballooned into a six-and-a-half-hour 
tribute to the Rutgers University professor 
and world-renowned author.

A seemingly endless array of writers and 
musicians shared magical memories, and 
the “Miguelabrations,” celebrations of life 
where writers could come together, contin-
ued in the form of a monthly virtual read in 
open-mic Zoom rooms, recreating the vi-
brant vibe of the Nuyorican. 

“As Miguel’s former student, dear friend 
since 1978, and a poet, it is an honor for me 
to commemorate his literary and academic 
legacy,” Mercado, who has been chairing 
the Miguelabration committee, told me in a 
phone interview. She vividly remembers 
the first time she met Algarín, when he gave 
a speech to students as the new chair of the 
Puerto Rican Studies Department. “Miguel 
was passionate about Nuyorican perfor-
mance poetry, which comes from Puerto Ri-
co’s oral traditions,” she notes. “He was 
beautiful; his pepper and almost-white hair 
set against his dark-bronze complexion and 
young face. Add to that his supreme intelli-
gence—I was taken by him immediately.”

As an 18-year-old just getting into col-
lege, Algarín’s performance poetry was a 
learning experience for Mercado. “His abil-
ity to take the microphone and transform 
the energy of a room was magical; once he 
began, Miguel dominated the space he oc-
cupied. He recited, sang, even moaned! He 
was electrifying, and could be very funny.”

Mercado was equally fascinated by Al-
garín’s use of language in poetry, which she 
describes as “strong, straight to the point, 
and honest.” His writing about sexuality, his 
desires, queer life, and bisexuality, at a time 
when it was still somewhat taboo, was “en-
lightening.” She has been working on an an-
thology to be published online next month, 
in time for what would have been Algarín’s 
80th birthday, September 11.   

The Early Days
Algarín was equally a muse for Lois Elaine 
Griffith, the former director of the Nuyori-

can and a Miguelabration committee mem-
ber. In the 1970s, she was discovering 
herself as a visual artist. “Miguel always en-

couraged my way of telling stories,” she told 
me during a phone interview. “He taught 
me the meaning behind being ‘on call’—to 
be ready to deliver yourself into your word/
expression at the drop of a hat. And bring 
the authentic self to the moment.” 

The Nuyorican Poets Cafe began as in-
formal gatherings of poets and artists in the 
living room of Algarín’s railroad flat, on East 
6th Street. Eventually, the crowd outgrew 
the living room, and when the old Sunshine 
Bar, a storefront across the street, became 
vacant, he rented it.

“I worked with Miguel to create a space 

for artistic performance in all forms,” con-
tinues Griffith, “particularly for people of 
color, of Caribbean descent, for Spanish-
speaking people descended from all the 
Americas. For people marked by colonial 
oppression—but not exclusively. We at-
tracted white artists who felt outside the 
mainstream. Our mission: for the artist to 
walk ‘from the sidewalk to the stage,’ as he 
would say, at a time when there were few 
venues for displaying the work. We were 
part of a group that in the current parlance 
of some circles is considered a ‘subaltern’ 
culture.”

As they evolved into a nonprofit, much 
time was spent on fundraising, says Griffith. 
“Hustling to shake the deep pockets was 
part of my journey with Miguel—we were 
parejas for whom the personal is political 
and for whom any critique of art expression 
must include discussion of the question: Is 
the voice authentic?”

It was Algarín who brought forth a Nu-
yorican renaissance to the Lower East Side. 
“Miguel took up the name Nuyorican when 

New York Puerto Ricans returned ‘home’ to 
a place they’d never been,” says Bob Hol-
man, founder of the Bowery Poetry Club as 
well as a Miguelabration member and for-
mer Nuyorican Poetry Slam MC. “In their 
stacked heels, bell-bottoms, and Afros, 
they’d be greeted with ‘You ain’t Puerto Ri-
can! You’re Nuyorican!’ Miguel took the in-
sult and made it a badge of honor.”   

Holman was pivotal in reopening the 
Nuyorican after it closed from 1982 to 
1988,  hosting the first New York poetry 
slam on Halloween in 1989. “It’s not so 
much that Miguel and the Nuyorican 

changed my life, it’s that I was reborn 
there, given a new life, one where poetry 
was spoken and danced to,” Holman told 
me over the phone. “There was a freedom, 
a bedrock truth, a personal contact be-
tween the poet and each person in the au-
dience. For that Friday night, from the 
time the Slam started till the last poet read 
in the Open Room—sometimes as the sun 
was coming up!—we were a community, 
interconnected by the language of poetry. 
And of course, everybody was dancing be-
tween the sets to DJ Willie Correa.”

The ’90s were particularly vibrant 
years, with up to 10 poets from the Cafe 
touring throughout the country and Eu-
rope and the publication of ALOUD! Voices 
from the Nuyorican Poets Cafe. Holman 
fondly remembers the moments when he 
and Algarín were editing ALOUD!, which 
he describes as “the bible” of the Spoken 
Word Movement. “I’d assumed we’d start 
with the Founding Poems: Miguel’s, Mikey 
Piñero, Lois, Sandra Esteves, Pedro Pietri, 
et al. Then the Next Generation: Sekou 

Sundiata, Nancy Mercado, me, etc. Then 
the poets who broke the dams with slam in 
the ’90s: Paul Beatty, Willie Perdomo, 
Maggie Estep, reg e gaines, Edwin Torres, 
and others. Miguel said: ‘Always start with 
Now, then where Now comes from, then 
the Originators. And always end with the 
Open Room—not just the mic being open, 
the whole room being open.’ And that’s 
what we did.”

Poetry as a Living Art
With Miguel as the spark, the Nuyorican Po-
ets Cafe popularized spoken word to a new 

Spoken Words

Miguel Algarín at the mic. “Always start with Now, then where Now comes from, then the Originators. And always end with
the Open Room—not just the mic being open, the whole room being open.” Algarín would have been 80 years old this September 11.

Jacob Burckhardt
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MIGUEL ALGARÍN’S ‘HIGH 
ART OF THE ROACHES AND 
THE TENEMENTS’
The cofounder of the Nuyorican Poets Cafe lived
life through his poetry
By Susan L. Hornik

A
s much in death as in life, Nuyorican 
Poets Cafe cofounder Miguel Algarín 
commands an audience. When he 
passed away, on November 30, 2020, 
poet-activist Nancy Mercado came up 

with the idea of creating a virtual memorial 
that ballooned into a six-and-a-half-hour 
tribute to the Rutgers University professor 
and world-renowned author.

A seemingly endless array of writers and 
musicians shared magical memories, and 
the “Miguelabrations,” celebrations of life 
where writers could come together, contin-
ued in the form of a monthly virtual read in 
open-mic Zoom rooms, recreating the vi-
brant vibe of the Nuyorican. 

“As Miguel’s former student, dear friend 
since 1978, and a poet, it is an honor for me 
to commemorate his literary and academic 
legacy,” Mercado, who has been chairing 
the Miguelabration committee, told me in a 
phone interview. She vividly remembers 
the first time she met Algarín, when he gave 
a speech to students as the new chair of the 
Puerto Rican Studies Department. “Miguel 
was passionate about Nuyorican perfor-
mance poetry, which comes from Puerto Ri-
co’s oral traditions,” she notes. “He was 
beautiful; his pepper and almost-white hair 
set against his dark-bronze complexion and 
young face. Add to that his supreme intelli-
gence—I was taken by him immediately.”

As an 18-year-old just getting into col-
lege, Algarín’s performance poetry was a 
learning experience for Mercado. “His abil-
ity to take the microphone and transform 
the energy of a room was magical; once he 
began, Miguel dominated the space he oc-
cupied. He recited, sang, even moaned! He 
was electrifying, and could be very funny.”

Mercado was equally fascinated by Al-
garín’s use of language in poetry, which she 
describes as “strong, straight to the point, 
and honest.” His writing about sexuality, his 
desires, queer life, and bisexuality, at a time 
when it was still somewhat taboo, was “en-
lightening.” She has been working on an an-
thology to be published online next month, 
in time for what would have been Algarín’s 
80th birthday, September 11.   

The Early Days
Algarín was equally a muse for Lois Elaine 
Griffith, the former director of the Nuyori-

can and a Miguelabration committee mem-
ber. In the 1970s, she was discovering 
herself as a visual artist. “Miguel always en-

couraged my way of telling stories,” she told 
me during a phone interview. “He taught 
me the meaning behind being ‘on call’—to 
be ready to deliver yourself into your word/
expression at the drop of a hat. And bring 
the authentic self to the moment.” 

The Nuyorican Poets Cafe began as in-
formal gatherings of poets and artists in the 
living room of Algarín’s railroad flat, on East 
6th Street. Eventually, the crowd outgrew 
the living room, and when the old Sunshine 
Bar, a storefront across the street, became 
vacant, he rented it.

“I worked with Miguel to create a space 

for artistic performance in all forms,” con-
tinues Griffith, “particularly for people of 
color, of Caribbean descent, for Spanish-
speaking people descended from all the 
Americas. For people marked by colonial 
oppression—but not exclusively. We at-
tracted white artists who felt outside the 
mainstream. Our mission: for the artist to 
walk ‘from the sidewalk to the stage,’ as he 
would say, at a time when there were few 
venues for displaying the work. We were 
part of a group that in the current parlance 
of some circles is considered a ‘subaltern’ 
culture.”

As they evolved into a nonprofit, much 
time was spent on fundraising, says Griffith. 
“Hustling to shake the deep pockets was 
part of my journey with Miguel—we were 
parejas for whom the personal is political 
and for whom any critique of art expression 
must include discussion of the question: Is 
the voice authentic?”

It was Algarín who brought forth a Nu-
yorican renaissance to the Lower East Side. 
“Miguel took up the name Nuyorican when 

New York Puerto Ricans returned ‘home’ to 
a place they’d never been,” says Bob Hol-
man, founder of the Bowery Poetry Club as 
well as a Miguelabration member and for-
mer Nuyorican Poetry Slam MC. “In their 
stacked heels, bell-bottoms, and Afros, 
they’d be greeted with ‘You ain’t Puerto Ri-
can! You’re Nuyorican!’ Miguel took the in-
sult and made it a badge of honor.”   

Holman was pivotal in reopening the 
Nuyorican after it closed from 1982 to 
1988,  hosting the first New York poetry 
slam on Halloween in 1989. “It’s not so 
much that Miguel and the Nuyorican 

changed my life, it’s that I was reborn 
there, given a new life, one where poetry 
was spoken and danced to,” Holman told 
me over the phone. “There was a freedom, 
a bedrock truth, a personal contact be-
tween the poet and each person in the au-
dience. For that Friday night, from the 
time the Slam started till the last poet read 
in the Open Room—sometimes as the sun 
was coming up!—we were a community, 
interconnected by the language of poetry. 
And of course, everybody was dancing be-
tween the sets to DJ Willie Correa.”

The ’90s were particularly vibrant 
years, with up to 10 poets from the Cafe 
touring throughout the country and Eu-
rope and the publication of ALOUD! Voices 
from the Nuyorican Poets Cafe. Holman 
fondly remembers the moments when he 
and Algarín were editing ALOUD!, which 
he describes as “the bible” of the Spoken 
Word Movement. “I’d assumed we’d start 
with the Founding Poems: Miguel’s, Mikey 
Piñero, Lois, Sandra Esteves, Pedro Pietri, 
et al. Then the Next Generation: Sekou 

Sundiata, Nancy Mercado, me, etc. Then 
the poets who broke the dams with slam in 
the ’90s: Paul Beatty, Willie Perdomo, 
Maggie Estep, reg e gaines, Edwin Torres, 
and others. Miguel said: ‘Always start with 
Now, then where Now comes from, then 
the Originators. And always end with the 
Open Room—not just the mic being open, 
the whole room being open.’ And that’s 
what we did.”

Poetry as a Living Art
With Miguel as the spark, the Nuyorican Po-
ets Cafe popularized spoken word to a new 

Spoken Words

Miguel Algarín at the mic. “Always start with Now, then where Now comes from, then the Originators. And always end with
the Open Room—not just the mic being open, the whole room being open.” Algarín would have been 80 years old this September 11.
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38 degree, performance poet Paul Skiff relates 
in an email. “Just look at how the popularity 
of spoken poetry has engulfed the world 
since 1988. And a further consequence of 
this is that now, being a poet is something 
with a much different profile and value in 
U.S. culture. Before, there were two kinds of 
poets, the effete academics who no one read 
or listened to. And then all the rest. But after 
the Nuyoricans, a stop was put to the rest of 
the poets being looked upon as the weirdos, 
the misfits, the geeks, the social outcasts 
who were goofy and maladapt, possibly 
amusing but not really important. Poets 
who emphasize the speaking of poetry out 
loud have quite a bit different stature in this 
culture and society today.” 

Poet Carl Hancock Rux thought of Al-
garín as the “ultimate epicurean,” as well as 
a literary scholar. He loved how the Nuyori-
can was such an inclusive space for people 
of all races and sexual preferences. “His 
vast knowledge of literature was rooted in 
his studies of Shakespearean texts, but he 
was able to further broaden an experimen-
tal and poetic sensibility in new poetry in-
fluenced by an urban Puerto Rican 
community centered in a multicultural 
Lower East Side neighborhood of African 
Americans, Jews, Asians, and a burgeoning 
LGBTQIA community,” he told me via 
email. “He was able to embrace the diver-
sity of a rich and emergent culture and give 
it its own academy: a University of the Out-
cast in which one could speak and invent 
freely while still adhering to principles of 
excellence.” 

Algarín edited Rux’s first book of poetry, 
Pagan Operetta, for which he was selected 
by the Voice Literary Supplement as one of 
“Eight Writers on the Verge of Shaking Up 
the Literary Landscape.” Algarín “sat with 
my poems in his apartment, read them 
aloud to me, and then questioned the mean-
ing behind each line. If I was able to explain 
anything at all about what the writing was 
trying to say, he returned to the text and 
chiseled away words and lofty phrases that 
clouded the essential meaning of the work. I 
never had an editor like that before Miguel 
Algarín, and I have not had one since.”

The Later Years         
Those closest to Algarín know his last years 
were extremely difficult. 

A charismatic figure, Algarín led a com-
plex social and sexual life that was some-
times Dionysian, with enough Apollonian 
form to produce art, notes longtime friend 
and colleague Roy Skodnick via email. 
“He had been so constant for so long, the 
one that kept the vessel on course, with 
contacts, money, producing, directing, 
etc. He had done this all with a rare equa-
nimity, love, and charm that seduced most 
anybody.”

Algarín was a sensualist and a hedonist, 
always had been, but in his late sixties he 
was more vulnerable than he was as an en-
ergetic younger man, says Skodnick, who 
wrote the afterword to Algarín’s book Love Is 
Hard Work. “Some close to him also became 
partners in pleasure jaunts, a lot of drinking 
and cocaine. He remained lucid, especially 
in the morning with the whole vision of how 
he wanted to grow; but as the day pro-

gressed, his headquarters became the cor-
ner bar where people met and the day 
proceeded.” 

Skodnick continues, “Lois took him in 
for two years, which was stressful; finally, 
he got into senior housing, which allowed 
him to go to local bars, until a final fall left 
him incapacitated and his nephew John 
Howard-Algarín got him into Cardinal 
Cook Nursing Home.”  

During the 2000s, Algarín had a conten-
tious relationship with the Nuyorican’s 
board of directors. “What really distressed 
Miguel the most was when he was removed 

from the Nuyorican’s board,” says Mercado. 
“Many times he talked about how he felt the 
administration essentially threw him out. 
He felt disconnected and left behind. Being 
such a resource for the community, it was 
sad to see his disappointment over not be-
ing utilized—such a missed opportunity. 
Also, the death of his beloved mom helped 
push him to despair. I really wish they tried 
to honor him more.” She adds, “He wasn’t 
allowed into his own venue, even when he 
was well. They could have treated Miguel 
with more respect and dignity—he was the 
founder of the Cafe and introduced the 
Nuyorican literary movement into the 
American canon.”

 The Nuyorican Poets Cafe started out as 
a collectivized community cultural center. 
To gain operating stability and growth, it 
came under the influence of the idea that it 
needed to get more formally organized, ac-
knowledges Skiff. “It got tugged between a 
rather grassroots organization wholly influ-
enced by Puerto Rican culture, and ideas 
about legitimate cultural organizations pro-
moted by the white order. That is a trajec-
tory overripe with built-in conflict. When 
you have to start thinking about a board of 
directors handbook and bylaws, which can 
be imposed by ‘experts’ of the field of not-
for-profits, collectivity and communal orga-
nizing can undergo a lot of pressure and get 

squelched. But my question is, did this situ-
ation have to end up being ‘either-or’? Not 
to my way of thinking.”

When the Voice asked for a response, 
Daniel Gallant, current executive director 
of the Nuyorican, responded in a phone call. 
“Miguel wanted to continue doing things in 
the more casual way the Cafe had done 
them for a long time. Understandably, he 
found it difficult to change gears after de-
cades. His health, cognitive situation, and 
drinking also made it difficult at times for 
him to keep up with some of the legal and 
fiscal measures that the IRS and New York 
State required. But the Cafe was in danger 
of losing the building.” Gallant explained 
that eventually, Algarín and Griffith de-
cided not to stand for reelection, and in-
stead requested non-voting board emeritus 
status, which allowed them to continue at-
tending board meetings and advising the 
board but exempted them from elections.

Griffith remembers the board confronta-
tion differently: “Either we accept emeritus 
status or they would remove us without 
consideration of our further participation in 
Cafe development. They were going to set 
aside the by-laws which made ‘founders’ of 
the second inception of the Cafe ‘life direc-
tors.’ Those board meetings for which we 
were to be counselors—that were supposed 
to be open to Miguel and I—were not. We 
were never invited nor consulted for our 
opinions about the direction of the Cafe. 
Let’s not pretend that we were.”

On YouTube, there is footage from an 
Algarín documentary created by Will Ro-
berson, filmed at the Nuyorican with actor 
Ray Barry and Skodnick, which shows Gal-
lant asking the crew to leave. “I wish that 
all of us—myself, other staff, and the orga-
nization as a whole—had 
handled those situations 
better,” says Gallant. “We 
were in uncharted waters; 
how do we run an organiza-
tion while honoring and 
protecting a legendary 
founder who is no longer 
able to function in a safe, co-
gent manner on a regular 
basis? If his access to alco-
hol had been more regularly 
limited, and he had been 
consistently supervised, 
that would have helped a 
lot—but many people con-
tinued to give him alcohol 
and leave him unattended 
while he was drunk or dis-
oriented.”

Says Rux, “All of his ac-
complishments emerged 
from his leadership capabil-
ities. He was also a phenom-
enally gifted poet who, 
above all, loved the musical-
ity of language. He invested 
his days and nights in listen-
ing to the people, collecting 
their demons as his own, 
wearing a multitude of 
skins, and if he failed at all 
(in love, or business), I be-
lieve it was only because he 
had consumed more than 

any human being could possibly stand.” 
Adds poet Jani Rose, when I spoke to her 

on the phone, “This scholar who created 
high art of the roaches and the tenements 
was heartbroken that he was no longer part 
of the very home he created.”

Rose had events scheduled at the Nu-
yorican, and was told by the organizers that 
Algarín could only come in if she made sure 
he behaved professionally. “That meant 
making sure he didn’t drink too much or act 
belligerent and remained in good spirits. 
And if he was acting in a negative way, to be 
aware of that behavior.” While she is grate-
ful that their online open mics are currently 
led by two Nuyorican poets (Erik “Advocate 
of Wordz” Maldonado and Caridad “La 
Bruja” De La Luz), Rose is concerned about 
the venue’s future.

“As a Nuyorican poet, the Cafe is holy to 
me. It’s integral that we continue to culti-
vate, proliferate, uplift, and celebrate our 
voices. We are a large and humble commu-
nity, rich with culture, passionate, and dis-
placed in so many ways. They say that we 
are Ni de aquí, ni de allá. We’re not from here 
or there. As a poet born of Boricua ancestry 
in the hood, the Cafe is our embassy. It is 
imperative that Nuyoricans continue to pro-
vide that safe space for our legacy to con-
tinue to bloom with each generation. We 
owe it to ourselves and to Algarín.”  

Susan L. Hornik was the publicist for the 
Nuyorican in the ’90s, and also curated the 
popular Cafe reading series, Poets Erotica. 
Special thanks to Nancy Mercado for her con-
tribution.

A celebration of Algarín’s poetry and cre-
ative vision will be held on September 11. For 
more information go to nuyorican.org.

“He was able 
to embrace the 
diversity of a rich 
and emergent 
culture and give it 
its own academy: 
a University of the 
Outcast in which 
one could speak 
and invent freely 
while still adhering 
to principles of 
excellence.”
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39degree, performance poet Paul Skiff relates 
in an email. “Just look at how the popularity 
of spoken poetry has engulfed the world 
since 1988. And a further consequence of 
this is that now, being a poet is something 
with a much different profile and value in 
U.S. culture. Before, there were two kinds of 
poets, the effete academics who no one read 
or listened to. And then all the rest. But after 
the Nuyoricans, a stop was put to the rest of 
the poets being looked upon as the weirdos, 
the misfits, the geeks, the social outcasts 
who were goofy and maladapt, possibly 
amusing but not really important. Poets 
who emphasize the speaking of poetry out 
loud have quite a bit different stature in this 
culture and society today.” 

Poet Carl Hancock Rux thought of Al-
garín as the “ultimate epicurean,” as well as 
a literary scholar. He loved how the Nuyori-
can was such an inclusive space for people 
of all races and sexual preferences. “His 
vast knowledge of literature was rooted in 
his studies of Shakespearean texts, but he 
was able to further broaden an experimen-
tal and poetic sensibility in new poetry in-
fluenced by an urban Puerto Rican 
community centered in a multicultural 
Lower East Side neighborhood of African 
Americans, Jews, Asians, and a burgeoning 
LGBTQIA community,” he told me via 
email. “He was able to embrace the diver-
sity of a rich and emergent culture and give 
it its own academy: a University of the Out-
cast in which one could speak and invent 
freely while still adhering to principles of 
excellence.” 

Algarín edited Rux’s first book of poetry, 
Pagan Operetta, for which he was selected 
by the Voice Literary Supplement as one of 
“Eight Writers on the Verge of Shaking Up 
the Literary Landscape.” Algarín “sat with 
my poems in his apartment, read them 
aloud to me, and then questioned the mean-
ing behind each line. If I was able to explain 
anything at all about what the writing was 
trying to say, he returned to the text and 
chiseled away words and lofty phrases that 
clouded the essential meaning of the work. I 
never had an editor like that before Miguel 
Algarín, and I have not had one since.”

The Later Years         
Those closest to Algarín know his last years 
were extremely difficult. 

A charismatic figure, Algarín led a com-
plex social and sexual life that was some-
times Dionysian, with enough Apollonian 
form to produce art, notes longtime friend 
and colleague Roy Skodnick via email. 
“He had been so constant for so long, the 
one that kept the vessel on course, with 
contacts, money, producing, directing, 
etc. He had done this all with a rare equa-
nimity, love, and charm that seduced most 
anybody.”

Algarín was a sensualist and a hedonist, 
always had been, but in his late sixties he 
was more vulnerable than he was as an en-
ergetic younger man, says Skodnick, who 
wrote the afterword to Algarín’s book Love Is 
Hard Work. “Some close to him also became 
partners in pleasure jaunts, a lot of drinking 
and cocaine. He remained lucid, especially 
in the morning with the whole vision of how 
he wanted to grow; but as the day pro-

gressed, his headquarters became the cor-
ner bar where people met and the day 
proceeded.” 

Skodnick continues, “Lois took him in 
for two years, which was stressful; finally, 
he got into senior housing, which allowed 
him to go to local bars, until a final fall left 
him incapacitated and his nephew John 
Howard-Algarín got him into Cardinal 
Cook Nursing Home.”  

During the 2000s, Algarín had a conten-
tious relationship with the Nuyorican’s 
board of directors. “What really distressed 
Miguel the most was when he was removed 

from the Nuyorican’s board,” says Mercado. 
“Many times he talked about how he felt the 
administration essentially threw him out. 
He felt disconnected and left behind. Being 
such a resource for the community, it was 
sad to see his disappointment over not be-
ing utilized—such a missed opportunity. 
Also, the death of his beloved mom helped 
push him to despair. I really wish they tried 
to honor him more.” She adds, “He wasn’t 
allowed into his own venue, even when he 
was well. They could have treated Miguel 
with more respect and dignity—he was the 
founder of the Cafe and introduced the 
Nuyorican literary movement into the 
American canon.”

 The Nuyorican Poets Cafe started out as 
a collectivized community cultural center. 
To gain operating stability and growth, it 
came under the influence of the idea that it 
needed to get more formally organized, ac-
knowledges Skiff. “It got tugged between a 
rather grassroots organization wholly influ-
enced by Puerto Rican culture, and ideas 
about legitimate cultural organizations pro-
moted by the white order. That is a trajec-
tory overripe with built-in conflict. When 
you have to start thinking about a board of 
directors handbook and bylaws, which can 
be imposed by ‘experts’ of the field of not-
for-profits, collectivity and communal orga-
nizing can undergo a lot of pressure and get 

squelched. But my question is, did this situ-
ation have to end up being ‘either-or’? Not 
to my way of thinking.”

When the Voice asked for a response, 
Daniel Gallant, current executive director 
of the Nuyorican, responded in a phone call. 
“Miguel wanted to continue doing things in 
the more casual way the Cafe had done 
them for a long time. Understandably, he 
found it difficult to change gears after de-
cades. His health, cognitive situation, and 
drinking also made it difficult at times for 
him to keep up with some of the legal and 
fiscal measures that the IRS and New York 
State required. But the Cafe was in danger 
of losing the building.” Gallant explained 
that eventually, Algarín and Griffith de-
cided not to stand for reelection, and in-
stead requested non-voting board emeritus 
status, which allowed them to continue at-
tending board meetings and advising the 
board but exempted them from elections.

Griffith remembers the board confronta-
tion differently: “Either we accept emeritus 
status or they would remove us without 
consideration of our further participation in 
Cafe development. They were going to set 
aside the by-laws which made ‘founders’ of 
the second inception of the Cafe ‘life direc-
tors.’ Those board meetings for which we 
were to be counselors—that were supposed 
to be open to Miguel and I—were not. We 
were never invited nor consulted for our 
opinions about the direction of the Cafe. 
Let’s not pretend that we were.”

On YouTube, there is footage from an 
Algarín documentary created by Will Ro-
berson, filmed at the Nuyorican with actor 
Ray Barry and Skodnick, which shows Gal-
lant asking the crew to leave. “I wish that 
all of us—myself, other staff, and the orga-
nization as a whole—had 
handled those situations 
better,” says Gallant. “We 
were in uncharted waters; 
how do we run an organiza-
tion while honoring and 
protecting a legendary 
founder who is no longer 
able to function in a safe, co-
gent manner on a regular 
basis? If his access to alco-
hol had been more regularly 
limited, and he had been 
consistently supervised, 
that would have helped a 
lot—but many people con-
tinued to give him alcohol 
and leave him unattended 
while he was drunk or dis-
oriented.”

Says Rux, “All of his ac-
complishments emerged 
from his leadership capabil-
ities. He was also a phenom-
enally gifted poet who, 
above all, loved the musical-
ity of language. He invested 
his days and nights in listen-
ing to the people, collecting 
their demons as his own, 
wearing a multitude of 
skins, and if he failed at all 
(in love, or business), I be-
lieve it was only because he 
had consumed more than 

any human being could possibly stand.” 
Adds poet Jani Rose, when I spoke to her 

on the phone, “This scholar who created 
high art of the roaches and the tenements 
was heartbroken that he was no longer part 
of the very home he created.”

Rose had events scheduled at the Nu-
yorican, and was told by the organizers that 
Algarín could only come in if she made sure 
he behaved professionally. “That meant 
making sure he didn’t drink too much or act 
belligerent and remained in good spirits. 
And if he was acting in a negative way, to be 
aware of that behavior.” While she is grate-
ful that their online open mics are currently 
led by two Nuyorican poets (Erik “Advocate 
of Wordz” Maldonado and Caridad “La 
Bruja” De La Luz), Rose is concerned about 
the venue’s future.

“As a Nuyorican poet, the Cafe is holy to 
me. It’s integral that we continue to culti-
vate, proliferate, uplift, and celebrate our 
voices. We are a large and humble commu-
nity, rich with culture, passionate, and dis-
placed in so many ways. They say that we 
are Ni de aquí, ni de allá. We’re not from here 
or there. As a poet born of Boricua ancestry 
in the hood, the Cafe is our embassy. It is 
imperative that Nuyoricans continue to pro-
vide that safe space for our legacy to con-
tinue to bloom with each generation. We 
owe it to ourselves and to Algarín.”  

Susan L. Hornik was the publicist for the 
Nuyorican in the ’90s, and also curated the 
popular Cafe reading series, Poets Erotica. 
Special thanks to Nancy Mercado for her con-
tribution.

A celebration of Algarín’s poetry and cre-
ative vision will be held on September 11. For 
more information go to nuyorican.org.

“He was able 
to embrace the 
diversity of a rich 
and emergent 
culture and give it 
its own academy: 
a University of the 
Outcast in which 
one could speak 
and invent freely 
while still adhering 
to principles of 
excellence.”

PHOTOGRAPHER BOB 
GRUEN GETS CANDID
Don’t forget the sunglasses when you’re walking out of a bar
at 9:00 in the morning
By Katherine Turman

J
oe Strummer slept here.” There’s no 
actual plaque on the sofa in Bob Gru-
en’s jam-packed but cozy-boho loft 
studio in the Village’s storied West-
beth complex. But the Clash singer-

guitarist was a not-infrequent guest. “He’d 
yell up at the window, ‘Hey, Bobby!’ ” Gruen 
recalls of his friend, who died in 2002. “I’d 
have to call my agent and say, ‘See you in a 
week or so.’ Because we’d be up all night 
and come back here and drink till 10 or 
whatever in the morning, until we’d pass 

out.” Gruen also had to remember to bring 
sunglasses to dinner … “Because then you 
walk out of a bar at 9:00 in the morning.”

While too many of his rock-star sub-
jects—and friends—have passed away, due 
to vagaries of the lifestyle or simply bad 
luck, Gruen is 76 and blessed with a vivid 
memory matched only by his kind mien. 
Both are eminently clear in his book Right 
Place, Right Time: The Life of a Rock & Roll 
Photographer, an absorbing tome that 
should also bear the caveat “right person.” 

Many of the Long Island native’s photos 
capture a relaxed intimacy achieved only via 
an easygoing creativity that creates a kinship, 
sometimes forged over decades, notably 
with NYC-based subjects including Debbie 
Harry, David Johansen, and John Lennon. 

Gruen’s West Village studio houses thou-
sands of slides from decades of photo-
graphic work. The slides are in the midst of 
a 20-year digitizing project, and Gruen’s 
artist-wife, Elizabeth Gregory-Gruen, and 
his assistant are busy at computers with 
Gruen’s legions of projects. The studio is 
lined with steel filing cabinets, the drawers 
labeled with such excitement-inducing ti-
tles as “Cyndi Lauper to Nils Lofgren,” 
“Yoko Ono & Sean Lennon—unapproved 
slides,” and “Elvis Presley to Queen.”   

Any NYC rock fan will recognize Gruen, 
out at myriad Village venues—“I still go two 
or three places a night,” he says—his halo of 
gray curls visible above the black-clad 
crowd. If he’s ubiquitous now at the “cool” 
shows, he was even more in the mix in de-
cades previous.

“It was a 24-hour life,” he recalls. “In the 
day, I had to ride around on a bicycle, drop-
ping pictures off, meeting people, hanging 

out in an office to read the English music pa-
pers. I had a good friend at Buddah Records 
and I did about 120 jobs for Buddah in the 
early ’70s.”

But no agent was getting his photos out 
into the world. “If an agent got a picture of 
mine in Creem magazine and he got $25, I’d 
get $12.50.” Early on, to make ends meet, 
Gruen held some odd jobs: “I was Santa 
Claus. I baked waffles at the World’s Fair.”

And life is different now? Hardly, except 
that his day job is photography. Despite the 
reach and depth of his photos, Gruen didn’t 
and doesn’t live the lifestyle so many of his 
subjects enjoy. “I do exhibits and some-
times somebody will buy five pictures and 
all of that week I’ll have money,” he says. 
“And some weeks nobody buys a picture 
and that week I don’t have money.” 

While Right Place, Right Time’s subtitle 
refers to the legendary lensman as a “Rock 
& Roll Photographer,” it’s a moniker that 
sells Gruen short. He captures and chroni-
cles moments in history, and often created 
those places and times. Looking back, 
Gruen says, he always “wanted to do more 
than just journalism.” A professor once en-
couraged him to photograph a feeling rather 

© Bob Gruen/www.bobgruen.com
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Revolution Rock: Joe Strummer and other icons.
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than just the facts. “He said, ‘photograph 
the presence of a person.’ It was a tough as-
signment,” Gruen admits. “And I would try 
to fulfill it all my life.”

“Debbie’s gorgeous naturally,” Gruen 
understates. But the key to many of his 
candid pix? “Relating to them as people” 
and trying to “understand what image they 
want to project. Most people are pretty good 
at that. They just show up looking like 
themselves,” he says. The exceptions? 
Those who “know their guitar, but then 
they stand there with one deer-in-the-head-
lights expression.”

Debbie Harry, whose Blondie bandmate 
and former romantic partner Chris Stein is 
a talented photographer himself, “can just 
stand here and she’s beautiful.” That said, 
Gruen adds, “Debbie is from New Jersey. 
She’s real punk attitude; she never says 
quite the expected thing, so it’s always in-
teresting to talk to her.” 

The Ramones are one of the ultimate 
symbols of NY punk—you can even get a 
baby onesie with their logo. Gruen captured 
the mop-topped pseudo menaces in the sub-
way, two NYC icons together. In Right Place, 
Right Time, he recalls, “The Ramones used 

to take the subway in from Queens with their 
guitars in shopping bags, because they 
couldn’t afford cases.”  

The Ramones ruled at clubs like Max’s 
Kansas City and CBGB, Gruen’s then homes 
away from home. That thrilling period in 
NYC music was the subject of the often re-

viled 2016 HBO series Vinyl, 
which proved visually arrest-
ing but otherwise mostly 
dreck. “It was so poorly done 
in such a hypothetical fan-
tasy,” Gruen laments. 

There was one moment 
when the photographer 
might have played the series’ 
savior: “When they were 
planning—hoping—to have a 
second season, they got a 
new writer and he called me 
to consult on that.” But that’s 
just another “what might 
have been” rock story. 

CBGB, Max’s Kansas 
City,  the Mercer … and the 
Honka Monka? The 
Queens club was not neces-
sarily a household name, but 
it did host Ike and Tina 
Turner on July 8, 1970, and 
Gruen had a stellar view.  

“Ike was in charge back 
then,” Gruen recalls. In 
Right Place, Right Time, he 
describes the gig: “I couldn’t 
take my eyes off her—she 
was like a whirling tornado,” 
he remembers of Tina. “I 
raised my camera, but I 
didn’t know where to focus. 
I didn’t know what the expo-
sure would be. I didn’t know when the tim-
ing would be right. All I could see were 
flashes of her in the strobe. Thinking fast, I 
decided to see what would happen if I 
opened the camera up to a one-second ex-
posure and let the strobe flashes expose 
the film—and I got one of the best pictures 
I’ve ever taken.”

In his book, Gruen describes the resul-
tant picture as “five Tinas in the frame, trail-
ing streamers of light.” The dynamic image 
opened doors for the young photographer. 

The Bay City Rollers weren’t Gruen’s 
usual fare, but, per usual, he used New 
York City as a crucial character in their pho-
tos. The  plaid-clad Scottish glam-popsters, 

looking like the ebullient tourists they were, 
pose at the aptly named Top of the Rock, on 
September 30, 1975. 

But it might as easily have been a cobble-
stoned West Village street. “I have taken a 
walk around this neighborhood with proba-
bly hundreds of bands. And never taken the 
same picture twice,” Gruen says. “ ‘Stand by 
that tree; that wall looks good for you.’ Or in 
the courtyard is a gate that fits some other 
guy who wanted a shadowy, more goth-
looking thing. I can just do that on the spur 
of the moment.” 

The smiling teeny-bop pop stars 
weren’t the coolest, per se, but for a time 
they were the hottest. “I was making more 
money from Bay City Rollers photos than 
any other band I worked with,” recounts 

Gruen captured 
the mop-topped 
pseudo-menaces 
in the subway.

Picture This: Debbie Harry and other Coney Island attractions. © Bob Gruen/www.bobgruen.com

Gabba Gabba Hey: The Ramones commuting to work.

© Bob Gruen/www.bobgruen.com

Private Dancer: Tina Turner lights up the Honka Monka.
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S-A-T-U-R-D-A-Y Afternoon: The Bay City Rollers on Top of the Rock and the Pops.

© Bob Gruen/www.bobgruen.com

Gruen in his book. “They were so popular 
that instead of just publishing articles 
about them with a couple of pictures, mag-
azines would do entire issues dedicated to 
them.”

The Rollers Rockefeller Center observa-
tion deck shoot, with the Empire State 

Building and the World Trade Center in the 
background, marked Gruen’s first photos at 
that locale. But not his last: “I went back 
there with the Clash in 1981, and then, 28 
years after that, I came back again with 
Green Day.” 

As the preeminent chronicler of the 
always morphing NYC rock scene, 
Gruen remembers “so many new clubs op-

erating in New York City in 
the late ’80s and ’90s, in-
cluding the now defunct 
Cat Club and Don Hill’s. 
Big-haired “metal” bands 
invaded NY clubs; many 
were wannabes of Gruen 
pals the Dolls. 

Concurrently, though, 
was the rise of rap and hip-
hop in the city. Sensations 
Salt-N-Pepa formed in 
1985, and by 1987 their 
“Push It” single had hit 
No. 1 in three countries. 
Gruen was there, too, do-
ing sessions and live 
shoots for Salt-N-Pepa, Af-
rika Bambaataa, and the 
Beastie Boys, along with 
three album covers for 
R&B/pop icon Patti La-
Belle. Yet despite his forays 
into the rap and hip-hop 
worlds, rock ’n’ roll is Gru-
en’s métier. In fact, it was 
almost predestination: His 
first concert shots ever 
were taken at the 1965 
Newport Folk Festival, 
when Bob Dylan famously 
went electric. 

Full disclosure: There are only two 
photos I’ve ever personally tried to du-
plicate. Both were Bob Gruen shots. One 
was the Statue of Liberty “Peace Sign” John 
Lennon picture; the second, Kiss, on Eighth 
Avenue, Dressed to Kill era. 

Photos of Lennon abound in Gruen’s stu-
dio, including both the “New York City” T-
shirt pose and the Liberty picture, each now 
rock ’n’ roll—or, truly, cultural—archetypes.

“I’m very proud of the picture; the fact 
that I took the second-most-well-known pic-
ture at the Statue of Liberty, and that it was 
also something that I thought of,” Gruen 
notes of the 1974 session with Lennon. 

“[Later] I actually went out [to Liberty 
Island] with CBS, taping me for a show. 
And the only reason people walked around 
to the front of the statue was to pose as 
John Lennon. We saw one person after
another come by, pose as Lennon, and 
walk away. One person actually recog-
nized me.”

The shot wasn’t merely simple symbol-
ism, however. “It really has a stronger 
meaning than a portrait. The original idea 
was that the country’s government was try-
ing to throw John Lennon out of the country. 
I suggested we go to the Statue of Liberty, 
which is supposed to welcome him.”

Lennon dug the idea, and the shot was 
made. That said, it wasn’t widely pub-

lished at the time, as Lennon’s struggles 
with the government weren’t out in the 
open until films like 2006’s The U.S. vs. 
John Lennon illuminated them. Lennon 
eventually won his case and cause, re-
maining in New York until his death. 
Gruen says the photo became much more 
popular after Lennon’s shocking murder. 
“I think because people relate to John Len-
non, and in terms of personal freedom, as a 
symbol of the idea of personal freedom or 
similar to the Statue of Liberty. So to com-
bine those two meant a lot.”

His friendship with Lennon allowed 
Gruen’s often instantaneous inspiration to 
flourish. “With John on the rooftop, we took 
a bunch of portraits for his album cover, all 
straight-on headshots,” he says. “Then we 
did a series of him around the roof to use 
other kinds of pictures for publicity.” Gruen 
had given Lennon the now historical “New 
York City” T-shirt the year previous. “There 
was some guy who sold them on the side-
walk on a blanket,” reminisces Gruen. “The 
first time I saw it, I was struck by the power 
of the graphics. There’s just something 
about the phrase ‘New York City’ that car-
ries a certain power. When you say it, people 
react.”

Twist and Shout: Salt-N-Pepa, the queens from Queens.

© Bob Gruen/www.bobgruen.com
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Que pasa, New York? Up on the roof with Gruen, 
Lennon, and a legendary T-shirt.
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than just the facts. “He said, ‘photograph 
the presence of a person.’ It was a tough as-
signment,” Gruen admits. “And I would try 
to fulfill it all my life.”

“Debbie’s gorgeous naturally,” Gruen 
understates. But the key to many of his 
candid pix? “Relating to them as people” 
and trying to “understand what image they 
want to project. Most people are pretty good 
at that. They just show up looking like 
themselves,” he says. The exceptions? 
Those who “know their guitar, but then 
they stand there with one deer-in-the-head-
lights expression.”

Debbie Harry, whose Blondie bandmate 
and former romantic partner Chris Stein is 
a talented photographer himself, “can just 
stand here and she’s beautiful.” That said, 
Gruen adds, “Debbie is from New Jersey. 
She’s real punk attitude; she never says 
quite the expected thing, so it’s always in-
teresting to talk to her.” 

The Ramones are one of the ultimate 
symbols of NY punk—you can even get a 
baby onesie with their logo. Gruen captured 
the mop-topped pseudo menaces in the sub-
way, two NYC icons together. In Right Place, 
Right Time, he recalls, “The Ramones used 

to take the subway in from Queens with their 
guitars in shopping bags, because they 
couldn’t afford cases.”  

The Ramones ruled at clubs like Max’s 
Kansas City and CBGB, Gruen’s then homes 
away from home. That thrilling period in 
NYC music was the subject of the often re-

viled 2016 HBO series Vinyl, 
which proved visually arrest-
ing but otherwise mostly 
dreck. “It was so poorly done 
in such a hypothetical fan-
tasy,” Gruen laments. 

There was one moment 
when the photographer 
might have played the series’ 
savior: “When they were 
planning—hoping—to have a 
second season, they got a 
new writer and he called me 
to consult on that.” But that’s 
just another “what might 
have been” rock story. 

CBGB, Max’s Kansas 
City,  the Mercer … and the 
Honka Monka? The 
Queens club was not neces-
sarily a household name, but 
it did host Ike and Tina 
Turner on July 8, 1970, and 
Gruen had a stellar view.  

“Ike was in charge back 
then,” Gruen recalls. In 
Right Place, Right Time, he 
describes the gig: “I couldn’t 
take my eyes off her—she 
was like a whirling tornado,” 
he remembers of Tina. “I 
raised my camera, but I 
didn’t know where to focus. 
I didn’t know what the expo-
sure would be. I didn’t know when the tim-
ing would be right. All I could see were 
flashes of her in the strobe. Thinking fast, I 
decided to see what would happen if I 
opened the camera up to a one-second ex-
posure and let the strobe flashes expose 
the film—and I got one of the best pictures 
I’ve ever taken.”

In his book, Gruen describes the resul-
tant picture as “five Tinas in the frame, trail-
ing streamers of light.” The dynamic image 
opened doors for the young photographer. 

The Bay City Rollers weren’t Gruen’s 
usual fare, but, per usual, he used New 
York City as a crucial character in their pho-
tos. The  plaid-clad Scottish glam-popsters, 

looking like the ebullient tourists they were, 
pose at the aptly named Top of the Rock, on 
September 30, 1975. 

But it might as easily have been a cobble-
stoned West Village street. “I have taken a 
walk around this neighborhood with proba-
bly hundreds of bands. And never taken the 
same picture twice,” Gruen says. “ ‘Stand by 
that tree; that wall looks good for you.’ Or in 
the courtyard is a gate that fits some other 
guy who wanted a shadowy, more goth-
looking thing. I can just do that on the spur 
of the moment.” 

The smiling teeny-bop pop stars 
weren’t the coolest, per se, but for a time 
they were the hottest. “I was making more 
money from Bay City Rollers photos than 
any other band I worked with,” recounts 

Gruen captured 
the mop-topped 
pseudo-menaces 
in the subway.

Picture This: Debbie Harry and other Coney Island attractions. © Bob Gruen/www.bobgruen.com

Gabba Gabba Hey: The Ramones commuting to work.

© Bob Gruen/www.bobgruen.com
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Gruen in his book. “They were so popular 
that instead of just publishing articles 
about them with a couple of pictures, mag-
azines would do entire issues dedicated to 
them.”

The Rollers Rockefeller Center observa-
tion deck shoot, with the Empire State 

Building and the World Trade Center in the 
background, marked Gruen’s first photos at 
that locale. But not his last: “I went back 
there with the Clash in 1981, and then, 28 
years after that, I came back again with 
Green Day.” 

As the preeminent chronicler of the 
always morphing NYC rock scene, 
Gruen remembers “so many new clubs op-

erating in New York City in 
the late ’80s and ’90s, in-
cluding the now defunct 
Cat Club and Don Hill’s. 
Big-haired “metal” bands 
invaded NY clubs; many 
were wannabes of Gruen 
pals the Dolls. 

Concurrently, though, 
was the rise of rap and hip-
hop in the city. Sensations 
Salt-N-Pepa formed in 
1985, and by 1987 their 
“Push It” single had hit 
No. 1 in three countries. 
Gruen was there, too, do-
ing sessions and live 
shoots for Salt-N-Pepa, Af-
rika Bambaataa, and the 
Beastie Boys, along with 
three album covers for 
R&B/pop icon Patti La-
Belle. Yet despite his forays 
into the rap and hip-hop 
worlds, rock ’n’ roll is Gru-
en’s métier. In fact, it was 
almost predestination: His 
first concert shots ever 
were taken at the 1965 
Newport Folk Festival, 
when Bob Dylan famously 
went electric. 

Full disclosure: There are only two 
photos I’ve ever personally tried to du-
plicate. Both were Bob Gruen shots. One 
was the Statue of Liberty “Peace Sign” John 
Lennon picture; the second, Kiss, on Eighth 
Avenue, Dressed to Kill era. 

Photos of Lennon abound in Gruen’s stu-
dio, including both the “New York City” T-
shirt pose and the Liberty picture, each now 
rock ’n’ roll—or, truly, cultural—archetypes.

“I’m very proud of the picture; the fact 
that I took the second-most-well-known pic-
ture at the Statue of Liberty, and that it was 
also something that I thought of,” Gruen 
notes of the 1974 session with Lennon. 

“[Later] I actually went out [to Liberty 
Island] with CBS, taping me for a show. 
And the only reason people walked around 
to the front of the statue was to pose as 
John Lennon. We saw one person after
another come by, pose as Lennon, and 
walk away. One person actually recog-
nized me.”

The shot wasn’t merely simple symbol-
ism, however. “It really has a stronger 
meaning than a portrait. The original idea 
was that the country’s government was try-
ing to throw John Lennon out of the country. 
I suggested we go to the Statue of Liberty, 
which is supposed to welcome him.”

Lennon dug the idea, and the shot was 
made. That said, it wasn’t widely pub-

lished at the time, as Lennon’s struggles 
with the government weren’t out in the 
open until films like 2006’s The U.S. vs. 
John Lennon illuminated them. Lennon 
eventually won his case and cause, re-
maining in New York until his death. 
Gruen says the photo became much more 
popular after Lennon’s shocking murder. 
“I think because people relate to John Len-
non, and in terms of personal freedom, as a 
symbol of the idea of personal freedom or 
similar to the Statue of Liberty. So to com-
bine those two meant a lot.”

His friendship with Lennon allowed 
Gruen’s often instantaneous inspiration to 
flourish. “With John on the rooftop, we took 
a bunch of portraits for his album cover, all 
straight-on headshots,” he says. “Then we 
did a series of him around the roof to use 
other kinds of pictures for publicity.” Gruen 
had given Lennon the now historical “New 
York City” T-shirt the year previous. “There 
was some guy who sold them on the side-
walk on a blanket,” reminisces Gruen. “The 
first time I saw it, I was struck by the power 
of the graphics. There’s just something 
about the phrase ‘New York City’ that car-
ries a certain power. When you say it, people 
react.”

Twist and Shout: Salt-N-Pepa, the queens from Queens.
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ALBERT PINKHAM RYDER’S 
ONCE AND FUTURE ART 
An exhibition at the New Bedford Whaling Museum reveals  a native 
son’s abiding influence for a century, and counting
By R.C. BAKER

H
ave you ever seen an inch worm 
crawl up a leaf or twig, and then 
clinging to the very end, revolve in 
the air, feeling for something to 
reach something? That’s like me. I 

am trying to find something out there be-
yond the place on which I have a footing.”  
                           —Albert Pinkham Ryder

In 1913, the young artists organizing the 
International Exhibition of Modern Art at 
New York City’s 69th Regiment Armory 
sought a living American painter who could 
bridge the centuries between classical figu-
ration and the formal upheavals of Eu-
rope’s avant-garde. They gave pride of 
place to Albert Pinkham Ryder (1847–1917), 
who spanned the ages by imagining roman-
tic subject matter stripped to essentials of 
form and color and rendered through an al-
chemy of time—Ryder might work on a 
canvas for more than a decade—and 

strange brews of pigments and mediums. 
What the American modernists saw in 

Ryder was a visionary who welcomed colli-
sions between the realistic depiction of sub-
ject matter and the tactile materiality of 
viscid paint on a flat surface. 

Hence, the thrust of brushstroke and the 
crust of white paint in Lord Ullin’s Daughter 
(before 1907) conveys the movement of the 
painter’s hand and wrist morphing into 
crashing waves and sea-foam. The pathos of 
the 1809 Scottish poem the picture is based 
upon can be sensed through the barely dis-
cernible figures in the heaving boat. You just 
know those huddled shapes are destined for 
a sad end, even if you have never read the 
lines about a young maiden and her love, the 
chieftain of a rival clan, being pursued by her 
furious father. Raked brown paint conjures 
gnarly cliffs and clotted swipes of greenish-
gray become clouds blotting the sun, a radi-
ant pall that embodies the last two stanzas: 

“Come back! Come back!” he cried in grief,
“Across this stormy water;
And I’ll forgive your Highland chief,
My daughter! — oh, my daughter!”

’Twas vain: the loud waves lash’d the shore,
Return or aid preventing;
The waters wild went o’er his child,
And he was left lamenting.

And this is Ryder’s magic: To return such 
sentiments—which at first impression may 
feel hoary, even corny—back to bedrock 
emotions derived from life’s too many tragic 
truths. And then, in the bargain, to hoist 
those romantic words from their time of 
horse and steam into the 20th century, 
which, for good and ill, would be one of 
breakneck mechanical, scientific, philosoph-
ical, and artistic tumult. Is it any wonder that 
no less an innovator than Jackson Pollock, 
born in 1912, would, as he matured into the 
artist who famously broke the ice for the ab-
stract expressionists, say, “The only Ameri-
can master who interests me is Ryder”? 

The New Bedford Whaling Museum’s ex-
hibition of slightly more than a score of Ry-
der’s small canvases also includes works by a 
century’s worth of artists he has influenced, 
including Pollock, Bill Jensen, Lois Dodd, 
Marsden Hartley, and Katherine Bradford. 
The inclusion of these modern stalwarts gets 
at why New Bedford’s native son is American 
art’s dark star—never quite definable but a 
figure of such gravitational pull that he can-
not be avoided or ignored. His paintings 
come down to us as relics—we are not seeing 
them as they looked on the day they were fin-
ished because, painting in thick layers profli-

gate with various oils, varnishes, thinners, 
and waxes, they have darkened, cracked, and 
separated over the decades. The very idea of 
“finish” was foreign to this sage of the fleet-
ing time span that is a human life—looking at 
a Ryder is to see the baby and the elder simul-
taneously with the ripe buds and colorful 
blooms and mature gravitas and wizened 
crags in between. Maybe Ryder can be seen 
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Albert Pinkham Ryder, Homeward Bound (ca. 1893–94). His subjects began sailing in the 19th century and they will keep on long after we’re gone. 
Below, Ryder’s paint-encrusted easel, installed at the exhibition. 
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as the first process artist, less concerned with 
the archival coherence of his images than 
with the mystery of setting his roiling slabs of 
paint upon an odyssey that viewers of suc-
ceeding ages see in different forms. Ryder 
foretold the ongoing destiny of his own can-
vases when an admirer asked if the cracking 
of his paintings ever concerned him. He re-
plied, “When a thing has the elements of 
beauty from the beginning, it cannot be de-
stroyed. Take the instance of Greek sculp-
ture—the Venus de Milo I might say—ages 
and men have ravaged it, its arms and nose 
have been broken off, but it still remains a 
thing of beauty because beauty was part of it 
from the beginning.” 

Artists for more than a century have 

agreed with this assessment as it applies to 
Ryder’s own work. As the sumptuous catalog 
relates, the painter Richard Pousette-Dart 
(another of the artists included in the New 
Bedford show) told an interviewer in 1986 
that despite the fact that Ryder’s surfaces 
were “cracking up,” his imagery remains  
“more beautiful than a lot of stuff that will 
never crack up.” Visitors to the Metropolitan 
Museum can get an appreciation of this phe-
nomenon by going to the Henry R. Luce 
study center, the museum’s annex of Ameri-
can art, where paintings and sculpture and 
ceramics are crammed cheek-by-jowl in 
glass cases, not suitable, due to reasons of 
quality or deterioration, for prime-time ex-
posure in the main galleries. Ryder’s Curfew 
Hour (created by 1882) resembles nothing so 
much as Gondwan aland, the ancient super-
continent that sundered into the landmasses 
we now know as the southern hemisphere. 
In Curfew Hour, we observe paint pulling 
slowly apart, tectonic coagulations of dried-
blood browns and smoky blacks, a yellow sky 
as segmented as a skull’s smile, the barely 
discernible scene of some small buildings 
underpinned by a ground as vivid as cooling 
lava. Whatever Ryder’s original intention, 
this object radiates tranquil beauty today—
an entity that was one thing for its original 
viewers, something else again for the young 
hot-shots organizing the Armory show, vi-
brant inspiration for the post-war New York 
School painters, now a must-see for artists of 
all stripes, and god only knows what for gen-
erations to come.  

In New Bedford, none of the paintings on 
view have as yet transmuted into such glori-
ous wrecks, but all of them are laced with 
traceries, some delicate as spider webs, oth-
ers more like crazed glass, the colors glazed 

over by age. In his 1897 Pastoral Study (which 
is roughly two feet wide, fairly large as Ry-
ders go), the cattle seem serene in their pos-
tures, although their direct gaze at the viewer 
imparts faint apprehension. And perhaps it is 
just such ambiguous divides—his obsession 
with taking us beyond any mere surfaces—
that endows Ryder with such abiding power. 
There is viscera here, an echo of the animals 
painted on the bulging rock formations of 
cave walls some 30,000 years ago, those un-
knowable artists implying the sheer heft of 
the beasts who gave them all manner of sus-
tenance. The cave painters were much closer 
to nature than we are, their hands covered in 
the blood of the animals they ate as well as 
the juices of succulent plants, all precursor to 

the fingers, hands, and arms no doubt spat-
tered with pigments as they worked on rock 
walls lit by torchlight. And think of those 
original conceptual artists who spit pigment 
around their own hands, those prints pre-
served on cave walls and still communicat-
ing intelligence and imagination to us 30 
millennia down the road.

Ryder gets at something equally as pri-
mal, at art’s genuine messiness and rawness, 
something not always easy to achieve amid 
civilization’s contradictory comforts. Or, as 
Ryder once put it, “The artist should not sac-
rifice his ideals to a landlord and a costly stu-
dio. A rain-tight roof, frugal living, a box of 
colors, and God’s sunlight through clear 
windows keep the soul attuned and the body 

vigorous for one’s daily work. The artist 
should once and forever emancipate him-
self from the bondage of appearances and 
the unpardonable sin of expending on igno-
ble aims the precious ointment that should 
serve only to nourish the lamp burning be-
fore the tabernacle of his muse.” 

The paintings on view are testament that 
Ryder meant every word. 

A Wild Note of Longing: 
Albert Pinkham Ryder and a 

Century of American Art
The New Bedford Whaling Museum

18 Johnny Cake Hill, New Bedford, MA
508-997-0046

Through October 31

Albert Pinkham Ryder, Lord Ullin’s Daughter (before 1907). Ryder brought the pathos of the past into his own time; his prescient handling of form and 
materials keeps us looking at him in ours. 

Ryder is the dark 
star of American 
art—never quite 
defi nable but a 
fi gure of such 
gravitational pull 
he cannot be 
avoided or ignored.
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ALBERT PINKHAM RYDER’S 
ONCE AND FUTURE ART 
An exhibition at the New Bedford Whaling Museum reveals  a native 
son’s abiding influence for a century, and counting
By R.C. BAKER

H
ave you ever seen an inch worm 
crawl up a leaf or twig, and then 
clinging to the very end, revolve in 
the air, feeling for something to 
reach something? That’s like me. I 

am trying to find something out there be-
yond the place on which I have a footing.”  
                           —Albert Pinkham Ryder

In 1913, the young artists organizing the 
International Exhibition of Modern Art at 
New York City’s 69th Regiment Armory 
sought a living American painter who could 
bridge the centuries between classical figu-
ration and the formal upheavals of Eu-
rope’s avant-garde. They gave pride of 
place to Albert Pinkham Ryder (1847–1917), 
who spanned the ages by imagining roman-
tic subject matter stripped to essentials of 
form and color and rendered through an al-
chemy of time—Ryder might work on a 
canvas for more than a decade—and 

strange brews of pigments and mediums. 
What the American modernists saw in 

Ryder was a visionary who welcomed colli-
sions between the realistic depiction of sub-
ject matter and the tactile materiality of 
viscid paint on a flat surface. 

Hence, the thrust of brushstroke and the 
crust of white paint in Lord Ullin’s Daughter 
(before 1907) conveys the movement of the 
painter’s hand and wrist morphing into 
crashing waves and sea-foam. The pathos of 
the 1809 Scottish poem the picture is based 
upon can be sensed through the barely dis-
cernible figures in the heaving boat. You just 
know those huddled shapes are destined for 
a sad end, even if you have never read the 
lines about a young maiden and her love, the 
chieftain of a rival clan, being pursued by her 
furious father. Raked brown paint conjures 
gnarly cliffs and clotted swipes of greenish-
gray become clouds blotting the sun, a radi-
ant pall that embodies the last two stanzas: 

“Come back! Come back!” he cried in grief,
“Across this stormy water;
And I’ll forgive your Highland chief,
My daughter! — oh, my daughter!”

’Twas vain: the loud waves lash’d the shore,
Return or aid preventing;
The waters wild went o’er his child,
And he was left lamenting.

And this is Ryder’s magic: To return such 
sentiments—which at first impression may 
feel hoary, even corny—back to bedrock 
emotions derived from life’s too many tragic 
truths. And then, in the bargain, to hoist 
those romantic words from their time of 
horse and steam into the 20th century, 
which, for good and ill, would be one of 
breakneck mechanical, scientific, philosoph-
ical, and artistic tumult. Is it any wonder that 
no less an innovator than Jackson Pollock, 
born in 1912, would, as he matured into the 
artist who famously broke the ice for the ab-
stract expressionists, say, “The only Ameri-
can master who interests me is Ryder”? 

The New Bedford Whaling Museum’s ex-
hibition of slightly more than a score of Ry-
der’s small canvases also includes works by a 
century’s worth of artists he has influenced, 
including Pollock, Bill Jensen, Lois Dodd, 
Marsden Hartley, and Katherine Bradford. 
The inclusion of these modern stalwarts gets 
at why New Bedford’s native son is American 
art’s dark star—never quite definable but a 
figure of such gravitational pull that he can-
not be avoided or ignored. His paintings 
come down to us as relics—we are not seeing 
them as they looked on the day they were fin-
ished because, painting in thick layers profli-

gate with various oils, varnishes, thinners, 
and waxes, they have darkened, cracked, and 
separated over the decades. The very idea of 
“finish” was foreign to this sage of the fleet-
ing time span that is a human life—looking at 
a Ryder is to see the baby and the elder simul-
taneously with the ripe buds and colorful 
blooms and mature gravitas and wizened 
crags in between. Maybe Ryder can be seen 
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Albert Pinkham Ryder, Homeward Bound (ca. 1893–94). His subjects began sailing in the 19th century and they will keep on long after we’re gone. 
Below, Ryder’s paint-encrusted easel, installed at the exhibition. 
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as the first process artist, less concerned with 
the archival coherence of his images than 
with the mystery of setting his roiling slabs of 
paint upon an odyssey that viewers of suc-
ceeding ages see in different forms. Ryder 
foretold the ongoing destiny of his own can-
vases when an admirer asked if the cracking 
of his paintings ever concerned him. He re-
plied, “When a thing has the elements of 
beauty from the beginning, it cannot be de-
stroyed. Take the instance of Greek sculp-
ture—the Venus de Milo I might say—ages 
and men have ravaged it, its arms and nose 
have been broken off, but it still remains a 
thing of beauty because beauty was part of it 
from the beginning.” 

Artists for more than a century have 

agreed with this assessment as it applies to 
Ryder’s own work. As the sumptuous catalog 
relates, the painter Richard Pousette-Dart 
(another of the artists included in the New 
Bedford show) told an interviewer in 1986 
that despite the fact that Ryder’s surfaces 
were “cracking up,” his imagery remains  
“more beautiful than a lot of stuff that will 
never crack up.” Visitors to the Metropolitan 
Museum can get an appreciation of this phe-
nomenon by going to the Henry R. Luce 
study center, the museum’s annex of Ameri-
can art, where paintings and sculpture and 
ceramics are crammed cheek-by-jowl in 
glass cases, not suitable, due to reasons of 
quality or deterioration, for prime-time ex-
posure in the main galleries. Ryder’s Curfew 
Hour (created by 1882) resembles nothing so 
much as Gondwan aland, the ancient super-
continent that sundered into the landmasses 
we now know as the southern hemisphere. 
In Curfew Hour, we observe paint pulling 
slowly apart, tectonic coagulations of dried-
blood browns and smoky blacks, a yellow sky 
as segmented as a skull’s smile, the barely 
discernible scene of some small buildings 
underpinned by a ground as vivid as cooling 
lava. Whatever Ryder’s original intention, 
this object radiates tranquil beauty today—
an entity that was one thing for its original 
viewers, something else again for the young 
hot-shots organizing the Armory show, vi-
brant inspiration for the post-war New York 
School painters, now a must-see for artists of 
all stripes, and god only knows what for gen-
erations to come.  

In New Bedford, none of the paintings on 
view have as yet transmuted into such glori-
ous wrecks, but all of them are laced with 
traceries, some delicate as spider webs, oth-
ers more like crazed glass, the colors glazed 

over by age. In his 1897 Pastoral Study (which 
is roughly two feet wide, fairly large as Ry-
ders go), the cattle seem serene in their pos-
tures, although their direct gaze at the viewer 
imparts faint apprehension. And perhaps it is 
just such ambiguous divides—his obsession 
with taking us beyond any mere surfaces—
that endows Ryder with such abiding power. 
There is viscera here, an echo of the animals 
painted on the bulging rock formations of 
cave walls some 30,000 years ago, those un-
knowable artists implying the sheer heft of 
the beasts who gave them all manner of sus-
tenance. The cave painters were much closer 
to nature than we are, their hands covered in 
the blood of the animals they ate as well as 
the juices of succulent plants, all precursor to 

the fingers, hands, and arms no doubt spat-
tered with pigments as they worked on rock 
walls lit by torchlight. And think of those 
original conceptual artists who spit pigment 
around their own hands, those prints pre-
served on cave walls and still communicat-
ing intelligence and imagination to us 30 
millennia down the road.

Ryder gets at something equally as pri-
mal, at art’s genuine messiness and rawness, 
something not always easy to achieve amid 
civilization’s contradictory comforts. Or, as 
Ryder once put it, “The artist should not sac-
rifice his ideals to a landlord and a costly stu-
dio. A rain-tight roof, frugal living, a box of 
colors, and God’s sunlight through clear 
windows keep the soul attuned and the body 

vigorous for one’s daily work. The artist 
should once and forever emancipate him-
self from the bondage of appearances and 
the unpardonable sin of expending on igno-
ble aims the precious ointment that should 
serve only to nourish the lamp burning be-
fore the tabernacle of his muse.” 

The paintings on view are testament that 
Ryder meant every word. 

A Wild Note of Longing: 
Albert Pinkham Ryder and a 

Century of American Art
The New Bedford Whaling Museum

18 Johnny Cake Hill, New Bedford, MA
508-997-0046

Through October 31

Albert Pinkham Ryder, Lord Ullin’s Daughter (before 1907). Ryder brought the pathos of the past into his own time; his prescient handling of form and 
materials keeps us looking at him in ours. 

Ryder is the dark 
star of American 
art—never quite 
defi nable but a 
fi gure of such 
gravitational pull 
he cannot be 
avoided or ignored.
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APPEALING TO YOUR 
BETTOR NATURE
We’re shocked—SHOCKED—to find that gambling is
going on in big-league sports
By Vincent Velotta

H
ere’s looking at ads, kid” is the new 
mantra across the sports-industrial 
complex. Sure, the doomed rela-
tionship of Humphrey Bogart and 
Ingrid Bergman in Casablanca 

comes to a head when Rick looks into Ilsa’s 
eyes and delivers his immortal line. But 
even their hopeless 1942 love affair seemed 
to have more of a chance than the once un-

thinkable marriage between professional 
sports and gambling that we’re witnessing 
today. The product? Near inescapable bet-
ting propaganda spread across sports me-
dia with a mission to trap its audience in a 
habitual cycle of cash burning. Unlike in 
Casablanca, however, no jackpot is large 
enough to buy you letters of transit to a land 
where North American sports coverage is 

free of these advertising bombardments.
But what are decades of skepticism and 

caution around sports gambling worth 
when the monetary potential can reach Ve-
gas-like heights? The explosion of sports-
betting-related content has resulted in an 
onslaught of television commercials, radio 
spots, and promotions that have been em-
braced by media outlets small and large. If 
you’ve seen any Knicks or Devils games on 
one of the MSG channels over the past year, 
you know how desperate the powers that be 
are to get their message into your head. Re-
turning from a commercial break, or even 
on a split screen during the game, a message 
from FanDuel might appear reminding you 
of the odds for that very game and telling 
you that it’s not too late to place a bet. And 
just like that, the pro sports leagues who 
helped demonize gambling are now inter-
rupting their programs to persuade you to 
blow your money on betting.

And boy oh boy, is that a dramatic shuf-
fling of the deck.

Sports betting was so taboo back in the 
day that Major League Baseball banned one 
of the most famous faces in the sport—and 

arguably the greatest pure hitter ever—Pete 
Rose, after it was found that he was placing 
bets on his own team. A manager at that 
time, in 1989, Rose denied the allegations, 
but the MLB reached its own conclusions. 
The Cincinnati Reds legend would no lon-
ger be permitted to manage, and would also 
be annually denied entrance to the National 
Baseball Hall of Fame—as a player. That’s 
how bad a stain gambling was on the MLB: 
Rose’s unrivaled accomplishments on the 
field were canceled by a transgression years 
later as a manager. 

In fairness to them, the major sports 
leagues were given ample reason to avoid 
any connection to gambling. The mid-to-
late 20th century saw a handful of point-
shaving scandals—agreements by 
individual players to fix the offensive output 
of their team to better suit point spreads—in 
NCAA basketball. Of course, there’s also 
the infamous 1919 Chicago Black Sox scan-
dal, which saw the team throw the World 
Series against the Cincinnati Reds in ex-

Jockbeat

Casablanca premiered in New York City on 
November 26, 1942, in the good old days 

when gambling went on only in back rooms.

Moviestore Collection Ltd / Alamy Stock Photo
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change for cash considerations from crime 
boss Arnold Rothstein. And the NBA took a 
hit in 2007 when basketball called a foul on 
referee Tim Donaghy for conspiracy; the ze-
bra had been passing information such as 
player injuries, referee-player relationships, 
and more to bookies in exchange for cash. 
On the ice, the NHL’s biggest scandal in-
cluded two Boston Bruins teammates, Billy 
Taylor and Don Gallinger, who in 1948 were 
found to have bet for and against their own 
team. Even as recently as this month, hock-
ey’s troubled San Jose Sharks winger 
Evander Kane was accused of betting on 
and throwing games in recent seasons. 
Kane has vehemently denied the allega-
tions, which were made by his wife in the 
midst of a divorce, but the league was quick 
to launch an investigation, given the sever-
ity of the claims. Meanwhile, the NFL is ac-
tually the cleanest of the four major sports 
in this regard, but even they have had play-
ers over the years ousted for betting on foot-
ball games. 

Obviously, no sports league ever wants to 
be at the center of a gambling scandal, large 
or small. The appearance of integrity is a 
monumental pillar for the success of profes-
sional sports. But the Professional and Ama-
teur Sports Protection Act (PASPA), a law 
instituted in 1992 by President George H.W. 
Bush that prevented states from regulating 
and taxing sports betting, was deemed un-
constitutional by the Supreme Court in 
2018. That meant individual states—and, by 
extension, the leagues—could now legally 
explore the near limitless potential for reve-
nue through partnerships with major gam-
bling organizations. 

So have the leagues prioritized cash over 
the sanctity of their respective games?

Uh … yeah. What else would you expect?
These concerns over the integrity of 

North American sports aren’t part of some 
loony conspiracy theory that asserts face-
less suits are secretly scripting the outcomes 
of games. Even former NFL commissioner 
Paul Tagliabue has expressed serious un-
ease over the normalizing of sports gam-
bling. A part of that skepticism comes from 
the fact that he was a member of the 
Georgetown College basketball team, who 
in 1961 beat an NYU squad that was later 
found to have been point shaving. 

“I still worry about some young guy and 
someone says to him, ‘Take the money,’ ” 
Tagliabue said of the incident, via USA To-
day. The former commish also stated that 
he never would have allowed an NFL team 
to move to Las Vegas, as current commis-
sioner Roger Goodell has done with the 
Oakland Raiders, who now coexist in Sin 
City with the NHL’s Golden Knights. And 
who could say that pro sports players are 
less inclined to supplement their income to-
day than they were years ago, when gam-
bling was illegal in most places and access 
was far less direct? In matters great and 
small, complacency is often the death of 
standards.

Speaking of greater matters, the growing 
proliferation of sports-gambling advertis-
ing and its media presence cannot be over-
stated—according to ESPN and 
ad-measurement company iSpotTV, the 
most prominent sports-betting companies 

accounted for more than 10 billion televi-
sion ad views from September 1, 2020, 
through March 31, 2021. Since 2018, out-of-
home ads—billboards, posters on the sub-
way, broadsides on busses—have increased 
by a whopping 193 percent. In March alone, 
$4 billion was bet with U.S. sportsbooks. 

The outreach of sports gambling goes far 
beyond commercials, though. Aside from 
the incessant ad spots on the tube, radio sta-
tions, and billboards, legalized gambling 
has transformed the sports content we al-
ready consume. Along with interruptions on 

MSG and other networks for live betting up-
dates, ESPN has adapted well to the times, 
by adding betting coverage in the form of 
shows such as Daily Wager and the podcast 
Behind the Bets with Doug Kezirian. Missed 
those shows? Well, ESPN has even added 
odds to their classic scrolling ticker at the 
bottom of each television channel. Else-
where in sports media, Chris “Mad Dog” 
Russo interjects his takes on daily bets every 
morning on MLB Network, and he’s not the 
only talking head to adopt the new content. 
Still, you’d think Russo might’ve thought 
twice about hopping on this bandwagon, 
considering his voice-over role as a Mets 
commentator in 1992’s Bad Lieutenant, a 
devastating character study starring Harvey 
Keitel that features the dire results of a gam-
bling addiction (among others). Elsewhere, 
even celebrities and athletes like Rose—
who’s on the record saying that he’s lost 
more money than gained through gambling, 
and that true betting experts do not exist—
have jumped in on the fun by offering their 
picks and being featured in ad spots. 

Aside from the implications of fully inte-
grating sports gambling into sports cover-
age for new generations of young fans, 
there’s a more immediate demographic that 
seems particularly overlooked with the pro-
gramming overhaul: gambling addicts. 

According to the International Center 
for Responsible Gaming, approximately 
one percent of the U.S. population has a 

gambling problem. And while that isn’t as 
pervasive as other problems, such as alco-
hol or drug abuse, it still puts well over three 
million Americans into a corner of addic-
tion that undoubtedly goes under-reported. 
It would take a leap of faith to believe that 
this figure won’t rise with ongoing legaliza-
tion across the country and ads that pound 
home the same message as the creepy 
ghosts of the twins in The Shining: “Come 
play with us … forever, and ever, and ever.” 
Tales of troubled gamblers can be heard lo-
cally on WFAN’s program Hello, My Name is 
Craig. Host Craig Carton covers all the hits: 
Massive debt. Lost savings. Blown college 
funds. Families destroyed. Dips into sub-
stance abuse. In many ways, severe gam-
bling addictions can be as catastrophic as 
any substance-use disorder.

And it will be easier than ever to get 
someone hooked, with the emergence of 
mobile betting; while that hasn’t yet reached 
the finish line in the state of New York, daily 
fantasy sports (DFS) have been around since 
long before PASPA was erased in 2018. A 
monetized version of classic fantasy sports, 
DFS apps by the likes of FanDuel and Draft-
Kings allow bettors to build a lineup for any 
given day or week for the price of an entry 
fee. Usually competing against thousands of 
other contestants, bettors are promised in-
cremental prizes for finishing higher and 
higher in the standings. 

Entry fees can be as low as cents on the 
dollar, but more costly tournaments natu-
rally yield higher prizes. You may be asking 
why organizational behemoths like FanDuel 
and DraftKings would waste their time with 
50-cent buy-ins. Well, why does Costco have 
a free-sample cart set up in every aisle?  
They want you—no, need you—to want 
more. The only difference is that Costco 
doesn’t send push notifications to your 
phone to remind you how easy it is to get 
started sampling. A couple of quarters be-
comes a couple of dollars real quick, and if 
you make a profit you’ll start wondering just 
how much more you would’ve made in one 
of the more expensive matches. This thing 
leads to that, and before you know it you’re 
playing, well, “forever, and ever, and ever.” 
Between the cheap cost of playing and oh-
so-helpful reminders, it’s almost like they do 
want to hook you. But major gambling en-
terprises would never try to exploit the 
highly profitable pains of addiction.…

And remember, there’s more on the hori-
zon, as traditional betting moves to mobile 
devices. Could legislation similar to that 
which began the Marlboro Man’s long ride 
into the advertising sunset back in the early 
’70s ease these concerns? Perhaps. How-
ever, sports-gambling advertising already 
has some regulations in place (at least in 
New York), including the requirement for 
“problem gaming assistance notifica-
tions”— “If you or someone you know has a 
gambling problem, call the National Prob-
lem Gambling Helpline,” etc—and that ads 
must not run in programs where the major-
ity of the audience is under 21 years old. 
Though it’s doubtful the inability to run 
commercials on a Nickelodeon chyron will 
hurt the industry much.

Plus, there’s the fact that advertising reg-
ulations won’t affect the integration of bet-

ting content into sports-media programs 
themselves. But hey—good luck going after 
Disney (ESPN’s parent company) and all the 
other big guys at that overladen table.

While we’re on the topic of futile pur-
suits, let’s address sports fandom in general.  

Let’s face it, rooting for your favorite 
team requires a bit of delusion no matter 
who they are. The odds are never in a fan’s 
favor, yet we continue to watch and whoop 
and weep over the course of hundreds of 
games per year across the four major sports 
and more. While the highs are delightful, 
they’re also few and far between when com-
pared with the inevitable lows. After all, 
only one team per season can be crowned. 
Such is the nature of fandom: We watch our 
teams loyally and cheer their victories, cru-
cial and trivial, all in the hopes of one day 
seeing them stand alone atop the heap.

But throw $50 on the table and … maybe 
it would be okay if the Jets allowed an extra 
touchdown to Patriots tight end Hunter 
Henry. I put him in my DFS lineup, after all. 
And out of a long 162-game season, the 
Yanks dropping the one game I have money 
on wouldn’t kill me. They’ll pick that game 
right back up when Baltimore comes to 
town. Right?

I’ll admit, as a fairly inexperienced gam-
bler with just a handful of low buy-in DFS 
matches under my belt, I’ve rationalized the 
pluses of my teams losing for even the most 
middling of payouts. Sure, watching the 
Yankees blast their way to victory is great, 
but six bucks is six bucks.

The point being, the prospect of becom-
ing a successful bettor is counterintuitive to 
the fandom of the individual. As a serious 
gambler, you have to bet against your own 
teams if you really want to win—unless your 
team was the 17–0 Miami Dolphins in 1972. 
Because if your club had been the Patriots in 
2007, you probably would’ve lost it all when 
they fell to 18–1 at the Super Bowl. This is no 
new concept. But the widespread availabil-
ity of gaming and the apparent desire of the 
industry to turn casual sports fans into regu-
lar bettors implies that this degradation of 
fandom will only grow more rampant. It’s a 
sad by-product of the post-PASPA age.

Call me old-fashioned—or better yet, 
pour me one as a remedy for all these gam-
bling come-ons blaring in my ears all day—
but let’s slow down a bit, shall we? We all 
know that we can place bets on anything 
from points scored by the Jets (take the un-
der) to how many Yankees get caught pick-
ing their noses on camera (just kidding … 
for now). We don’t need to be held hostage 
with our eyes forced open Clockwork Or-
ange–style to understand our options. And 
maybe the conglomerate of million- and bil-
lionaires across professional sports, sports 
networks, and the gambling industry 
should give a little thought as to how their 
barrage against the athletic landscape af-
fects the traditions of their products, and, 
more important, their consumers. 

Unfortunately, this is just the beginning. 
What happens when we’re five or ten years 
into the legalization of this enterprise? 
Could they possibly shove any more down 
our throats?

Tell ya what, whatever the line is, I’d take 
the over on that one.

Even athletes like 
Pete Rose  —who’s 
on record saying 
that he’s lost more 
money than gained 
through gambling, 
and that true 
betting experts do 
not exist—have 
jumped in on the 
fun by o� ering 
their picks and 
being featured in 
ad spots. 
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APPEALING TO YOUR 
BETTOR NATURE
We’re shocked—SHOCKED—to find that gambling is
going on in big-league sports
By Vincent Velotta

H
ere’s looking at ads, kid” is the new 
mantra across the sports-industrial 
complex. Sure, the doomed rela-
tionship of Humphrey Bogart and 
Ingrid Bergman in Casablanca 

comes to a head when Rick looks into Ilsa’s 
eyes and delivers his immortal line. But 
even their hopeless 1942 love affair seemed 
to have more of a chance than the once un-

thinkable marriage between professional 
sports and gambling that we’re witnessing 
today. The product? Near inescapable bet-
ting propaganda spread across sports me-
dia with a mission to trap its audience in a 
habitual cycle of cash burning. Unlike in 
Casablanca, however, no jackpot is large 
enough to buy you letters of transit to a land 
where North American sports coverage is 

free of these advertising bombardments.
But what are decades of skepticism and 

caution around sports gambling worth 
when the monetary potential can reach Ve-
gas-like heights? The explosion of sports-
betting-related content has resulted in an 
onslaught of television commercials, radio 
spots, and promotions that have been em-
braced by media outlets small and large. If 
you’ve seen any Knicks or Devils games on 
one of the MSG channels over the past year, 
you know how desperate the powers that be 
are to get their message into your head. Re-
turning from a commercial break, or even 
on a split screen during the game, a message 
from FanDuel might appear reminding you 
of the odds for that very game and telling 
you that it’s not too late to place a bet. And 
just like that, the pro sports leagues who 
helped demonize gambling are now inter-
rupting their programs to persuade you to 
blow your money on betting.

And boy oh boy, is that a dramatic shuf-
fling of the deck.

Sports betting was so taboo back in the 
day that Major League Baseball banned one 
of the most famous faces in the sport—and 

arguably the greatest pure hitter ever—Pete 
Rose, after it was found that he was placing 
bets on his own team. A manager at that 
time, in 1989, Rose denied the allegations, 
but the MLB reached its own conclusions. 
The Cincinnati Reds legend would no lon-
ger be permitted to manage, and would also 
be annually denied entrance to the National 
Baseball Hall of Fame—as a player. That’s 
how bad a stain gambling was on the MLB: 
Rose’s unrivaled accomplishments on the 
field were canceled by a transgression years 
later as a manager. 

In fairness to them, the major sports 
leagues were given ample reason to avoid 
any connection to gambling. The mid-to-
late 20th century saw a handful of point-
shaving scandals—agreements by 
individual players to fix the offensive output 
of their team to better suit point spreads—in 
NCAA basketball. Of course, there’s also 
the infamous 1919 Chicago Black Sox scan-
dal, which saw the team throw the World 
Series against the Cincinnati Reds in ex-

Jockbeat

Casablanca premiered in New York City on 
November 26, 1942, in the good old days 

when gambling went on only in back rooms.
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change for cash considerations from crime 
boss Arnold Rothstein. And the NBA took a 
hit in 2007 when basketball called a foul on 
referee Tim Donaghy for conspiracy; the ze-
bra had been passing information such as 
player injuries, referee-player relationships, 
and more to bookies in exchange for cash. 
On the ice, the NHL’s biggest scandal in-
cluded two Boston Bruins teammates, Billy 
Taylor and Don Gallinger, who in 1948 were 
found to have bet for and against their own 
team. Even as recently as this month, hock-
ey’s troubled San Jose Sharks winger 
Evander Kane was accused of betting on 
and throwing games in recent seasons. 
Kane has vehemently denied the allega-
tions, which were made by his wife in the 
midst of a divorce, but the league was quick 
to launch an investigation, given the sever-
ity of the claims. Meanwhile, the NFL is ac-
tually the cleanest of the four major sports 
in this regard, but even they have had play-
ers over the years ousted for betting on foot-
ball games. 

Obviously, no sports league ever wants to 
be at the center of a gambling scandal, large 
or small. The appearance of integrity is a 
monumental pillar for the success of profes-
sional sports. But the Professional and Ama-
teur Sports Protection Act (PASPA), a law 
instituted in 1992 by President George H.W. 
Bush that prevented states from regulating 
and taxing sports betting, was deemed un-
constitutional by the Supreme Court in 
2018. That meant individual states—and, by 
extension, the leagues—could now legally 
explore the near limitless potential for reve-
nue through partnerships with major gam-
bling organizations. 

So have the leagues prioritized cash over 
the sanctity of their respective games?

Uh … yeah. What else would you expect?
These concerns over the integrity of 

North American sports aren’t part of some 
loony conspiracy theory that asserts face-
less suits are secretly scripting the outcomes 
of games. Even former NFL commissioner 
Paul Tagliabue has expressed serious un-
ease over the normalizing of sports gam-
bling. A part of that skepticism comes from 
the fact that he was a member of the 
Georgetown College basketball team, who 
in 1961 beat an NYU squad that was later 
found to have been point shaving. 

“I still worry about some young guy and 
someone says to him, ‘Take the money,’ ” 
Tagliabue said of the incident, via USA To-
day. The former commish also stated that 
he never would have allowed an NFL team 
to move to Las Vegas, as current commis-
sioner Roger Goodell has done with the 
Oakland Raiders, who now coexist in Sin 
City with the NHL’s Golden Knights. And 
who could say that pro sports players are 
less inclined to supplement their income to-
day than they were years ago, when gam-
bling was illegal in most places and access 
was far less direct? In matters great and 
small, complacency is often the death of 
standards.

Speaking of greater matters, the growing 
proliferation of sports-gambling advertis-
ing and its media presence cannot be over-
stated—according to ESPN and 
ad-measurement company iSpotTV, the 
most prominent sports-betting companies 

accounted for more than 10 billion televi-
sion ad views from September 1, 2020, 
through March 31, 2021. Since 2018, out-of-
home ads—billboards, posters on the sub-
way, broadsides on busses—have increased 
by a whopping 193 percent. In March alone, 
$4 billion was bet with U.S. sportsbooks. 

The outreach of sports gambling goes far 
beyond commercials, though. Aside from 
the incessant ad spots on the tube, radio sta-
tions, and billboards, legalized gambling 
has transformed the sports content we al-
ready consume. Along with interruptions on 

MSG and other networks for live betting up-
dates, ESPN has adapted well to the times, 
by adding betting coverage in the form of 
shows such as Daily Wager and the podcast 
Behind the Bets with Doug Kezirian. Missed 
those shows? Well, ESPN has even added 
odds to their classic scrolling ticker at the 
bottom of each television channel. Else-
where in sports media, Chris “Mad Dog” 
Russo interjects his takes on daily bets every 
morning on MLB Network, and he’s not the 
only talking head to adopt the new content. 
Still, you’d think Russo might’ve thought 
twice about hopping on this bandwagon, 
considering his voice-over role as a Mets 
commentator in 1992’s Bad Lieutenant, a 
devastating character study starring Harvey 
Keitel that features the dire results of a gam-
bling addiction (among others). Elsewhere, 
even celebrities and athletes like Rose—
who’s on the record saying that he’s lost 
more money than gained through gambling, 
and that true betting experts do not exist—
have jumped in on the fun by offering their 
picks and being featured in ad spots. 

Aside from the implications of fully inte-
grating sports gambling into sports cover-
age for new generations of young fans, 
there’s a more immediate demographic that 
seems particularly overlooked with the pro-
gramming overhaul: gambling addicts. 

According to the International Center 
for Responsible Gaming, approximately 
one percent of the U.S. population has a 

gambling problem. And while that isn’t as 
pervasive as other problems, such as alco-
hol or drug abuse, it still puts well over three 
million Americans into a corner of addic-
tion that undoubtedly goes under-reported. 
It would take a leap of faith to believe that 
this figure won’t rise with ongoing legaliza-
tion across the country and ads that pound 
home the same message as the creepy 
ghosts of the twins in The Shining: “Come 
play with us … forever, and ever, and ever.” 
Tales of troubled gamblers can be heard lo-
cally on WFAN’s program Hello, My Name is 
Craig. Host Craig Carton covers all the hits: 
Massive debt. Lost savings. Blown college 
funds. Families destroyed. Dips into sub-
stance abuse. In many ways, severe gam-
bling addictions can be as catastrophic as 
any substance-use disorder.

And it will be easier than ever to get 
someone hooked, with the emergence of 
mobile betting; while that hasn’t yet reached 
the finish line in the state of New York, daily 
fantasy sports (DFS) have been around since 
long before PASPA was erased in 2018. A 
monetized version of classic fantasy sports, 
DFS apps by the likes of FanDuel and Draft-
Kings allow bettors to build a lineup for any 
given day or week for the price of an entry 
fee. Usually competing against thousands of 
other contestants, bettors are promised in-
cremental prizes for finishing higher and 
higher in the standings. 

Entry fees can be as low as cents on the 
dollar, but more costly tournaments natu-
rally yield higher prizes. You may be asking 
why organizational behemoths like FanDuel 
and DraftKings would waste their time with 
50-cent buy-ins. Well, why does Costco have 
a free-sample cart set up in every aisle?  
They want you—no, need you—to want 
more. The only difference is that Costco 
doesn’t send push notifications to your 
phone to remind you how easy it is to get 
started sampling. A couple of quarters be-
comes a couple of dollars real quick, and if 
you make a profit you’ll start wondering just 
how much more you would’ve made in one 
of the more expensive matches. This thing 
leads to that, and before you know it you’re 
playing, well, “forever, and ever, and ever.” 
Between the cheap cost of playing and oh-
so-helpful reminders, it’s almost like they do 
want to hook you. But major gambling en-
terprises would never try to exploit the 
highly profitable pains of addiction.…

And remember, there’s more on the hori-
zon, as traditional betting moves to mobile 
devices. Could legislation similar to that 
which began the Marlboro Man’s long ride 
into the advertising sunset back in the early 
’70s ease these concerns? Perhaps. How-
ever, sports-gambling advertising already 
has some regulations in place (at least in 
New York), including the requirement for 
“problem gaming assistance notifica-
tions”— “If you or someone you know has a 
gambling problem, call the National Prob-
lem Gambling Helpline,” etc—and that ads 
must not run in programs where the major-
ity of the audience is under 21 years old. 
Though it’s doubtful the inability to run 
commercials on a Nickelodeon chyron will 
hurt the industry much.

Plus, there’s the fact that advertising reg-
ulations won’t affect the integration of bet-

ting content into sports-media programs 
themselves. But hey—good luck going after 
Disney (ESPN’s parent company) and all the 
other big guys at that overladen table.

While we’re on the topic of futile pur-
suits, let’s address sports fandom in general.  

Let’s face it, rooting for your favorite 
team requires a bit of delusion no matter 
who they are. The odds are never in a fan’s 
favor, yet we continue to watch and whoop 
and weep over the course of hundreds of 
games per year across the four major sports 
and more. While the highs are delightful, 
they’re also few and far between when com-
pared with the inevitable lows. After all, 
only one team per season can be crowned. 
Such is the nature of fandom: We watch our 
teams loyally and cheer their victories, cru-
cial and trivial, all in the hopes of one day 
seeing them stand alone atop the heap.

But throw $50 on the table and … maybe 
it would be okay if the Jets allowed an extra 
touchdown to Patriots tight end Hunter 
Henry. I put him in my DFS lineup, after all. 
And out of a long 162-game season, the 
Yanks dropping the one game I have money 
on wouldn’t kill me. They’ll pick that game 
right back up when Baltimore comes to 
town. Right?

I’ll admit, as a fairly inexperienced gam-
bler with just a handful of low buy-in DFS 
matches under my belt, I’ve rationalized the 
pluses of my teams losing for even the most 
middling of payouts. Sure, watching the 
Yankees blast their way to victory is great, 
but six bucks is six bucks.

The point being, the prospect of becom-
ing a successful bettor is counterintuitive to 
the fandom of the individual. As a serious 
gambler, you have to bet against your own 
teams if you really want to win—unless your 
team was the 17–0 Miami Dolphins in 1972. 
Because if your club had been the Patriots in 
2007, you probably would’ve lost it all when 
they fell to 18–1 at the Super Bowl. This is no 
new concept. But the widespread availabil-
ity of gaming and the apparent desire of the 
industry to turn casual sports fans into regu-
lar bettors implies that this degradation of 
fandom will only grow more rampant. It’s a 
sad by-product of the post-PASPA age.

Call me old-fashioned—or better yet, 
pour me one as a remedy for all these gam-
bling come-ons blaring in my ears all day—
but let’s slow down a bit, shall we? We all 
know that we can place bets on anything 
from points scored by the Jets (take the un-
der) to how many Yankees get caught pick-
ing their noses on camera (just kidding … 
for now). We don’t need to be held hostage 
with our eyes forced open Clockwork Or-
ange–style to understand our options. And 
maybe the conglomerate of million- and bil-
lionaires across professional sports, sports 
networks, and the gambling industry 
should give a little thought as to how their 
barrage against the athletic landscape af-
fects the traditions of their products, and, 
more important, their consumers. 

Unfortunately, this is just the beginning. 
What happens when we’re five or ten years 
into the legalization of this enterprise? 
Could they possibly shove any more down 
our throats?

Tell ya what, whatever the line is, I’d take 
the over on that one.

Even athletes like 
Pete Rose  —who’s 
on record saying 
that he’s lost more 
money than gained 
through gambling, 
and that true 
betting experts do 
not exist—have 
jumped in on the 
fun by o� ering 
their picks and 
being featured in 
ad spots. 
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A

ndré Souroujon
20 Years On: Wish You Were Here

Editor’s note, August 31, 2021: 

This spread is reproduced from pages 36 and 37 of the 
September 25, 2001, edition of the Voice. In that issue, four more 
pages of notices followed. Everyone listed on the next page as 
“Missing” did in fact die in the 9/11 attacks. 

These short descriptions tell us that they were a mix of parents, 
spouses, sons, daughters, brothers, sisters, Good Samaritans, 
immigrants, public servants, hard workers, dreamers, and 
strivers.

New Yorkers, in other words.   
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This spread is reproduced from pages 36 and 37 of the 
September 25, 2001, edition of the Voice. In that issue, four more 
pages of notices followed. Everyone listed on the next page as 
“Missing” did in fact die in the 9/11 attacks. 

These short descriptions tell us that they were a mix of parents, 
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immigrants, public servants, hard workers, dreamers, and 
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Soho, 
We’re Open! 

FLAGSHIP
219 BEDFORD AVE
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