- August 26, 1874

COMMENT ON A NEW YORKER PROFILE AND EIOGRAPHY
BY -
ROBERT MOSES

Roﬁert L. Caro has written a biography ;bout me, excgr;its {rom
which have appeared in a four-part Profile in The New Yorker., The |
Profile seems to be a considerably digested, amended, edited and ex-
purgated version of the twelve hundred page bioqraphy.’

I have sought the advice of close friends, most of whom told me

to say nothing. On the other hand, judging by inquiries, some comment

-

seems to be called for., I have limited it to less then 3500 words 25
against 120,000 In the Profile and 800,000 in the book. I shall have

_nothing farther to 2dd, except to suggest that the critics remember.
Governor Smith's favorite remark in such contexts, "Let's lock at the
record. " : -~

1t is @ifficult to address oneself at once to a whitewashed, Bowd-

lerized Profile with a sensational, eye-catching title calculated to attract
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cti;l.ous redders, end a bsogr.aphy. The: Profile is with}n bou}xds of
current journal!sm: practice. The biography, on the other hand, is full
of mista#es, unsupported charges, nasty, baseless personanues and
random haymakers thrown at just about everybody m public ii:[e.

The biography tries to prove that Iwas a good boy who fell from
grace, became 2 poli‘.-icia.n and mistreated the poor. "n:e author can't even
.qet the names and places straight, There are hundreds of careless errors.
iﬁm.chaigumdmfu?dght.nes,.manmmred by early ppp?neﬁts'who )
have v.n.itéd for nn opportunity to satisfy ancient qwdq;g and found this
n-atbor a ready instrument. Among p;rsonal,‘nasty, ft:lée, venomous
and vindif:tive capards {sone that I wa; rommﬂcally' linked with Mrs.
mu; Pratt, our first mmesmom, and that as @ result my .wﬁe took
-slck, became an alcoholic md-a recluse, that I virtually abandoned her,

joined some kind of {foursome and took 2 lady who subsequently became

my wife to Florida. My compznion on the short Florida vacations was
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my daughler Jane. V/ith respect to my family life, the author's

{nmuendos are wholly untrue and scurrilous. Under the fair libel laws

they would be actionzble.

For dirt and misinformation the author says he latched onto 2

brother of mine, now dead. Stmilarly, he attacks by name, bY sly hints
of wrengdoing and conflicts of interest scores of prorminent and respec-

ted officials and citizens, many of them de2d.,

The author praises two reporters, Gleason and Cook of the

Scripps-Heward press, 2s sterling representatives of the journszlistic
profession, but falls to icform his readers that they were called in by
l_:he district attorney and &red in disgrace a“ter being forced to acﬁnit
that they had tabricated a particularly vicious housing story:

I invite no prolonged ccn‘.;-ovex:sy v.r.ith the likes of Carc: and
hs publishers, This comment is not meant to spark CORiroversy. R

aims to make one statement whith will enswer legitimate inquiries. I

there were the slightest vestige of truth in the random charge that poor,



!nlpless, d'jsplaced perscns met ruthles.s public works dictators who
sadistically scattered them to the worst rookeries, why do not Caro and
his wﬁisher of%er some plausible evidence? Ninety-eight percent of the
qﬁetto fclks we moved were given immeasurably better living places at

unprecederted cost, Usually 2 month afier the last relocation not a letter

of complaint was received.

And what in ordinary English {s the meaning of the words “"Power

Broker"? What is a power broker? Does Fleischman of The New Yorker

or Enopf, the publisker, or Caro, the-smooper, mean that I profited finen-
cially ? If that's the implication why don't they s2y so? Do they mean I

have been what in common political parlance is called an "operator [ oo

And what is an operator 7 Someone who is devioizs, serpentine, anfrac-

tuous ? Do these publishers use such words simply to attract gullible pur-
chasers regardless of what there {s between the covers?
As to whether honest pablic service is a profitable professicn, let

me say that I spent most of my principal In order to rgmain.tn public em-

ployment. The story of my wealth is fiction. Ihadto borrcw money frpm
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" my mother To persuade busted contractors to bring back material in or-

; P

der to cpeh Jones Beach on time. Ihad to dun {riends to ke;:p survey
parties from starving when our enemies cut off our funds in the State
Legislature, These tidbits escepad the author, Knopf and Fleischmzn.

There is no reliable evidence to be obtained from 2 .iew lznd-;
owner malcontents who prefited les_s than they expected from our ime
provements, To find out whether there were a1y sizeable numbers of
f;mnies displeced to a:;com:node.te parks, parkways, bridges, tuxmels,- g
power devglopments and suchlike, it would be necessary to ma;(c a.thor-
ouch impartial ca.nva'.és', not to interview a few beuyacher;'. at sireet cor-
ners or disgruntled truck farmers on the edge of the City a.bc;ut to meke
hundreds of thousands of dollars from proximity to new roads,

It would- also be essentizl to detfrmine w!)et.her any growth or pros-
perity on Long Island east of the City line would have bzen possiktle without the
facnitées {or travel we built and what éould have been substituted for cars,
trucks 2nd bises rurning on rubber and paved roads. Cne can not help be!_ng

amused by my friends among the media who shout for reils and invelch agains
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gubber but admit that they live in the suburbs and that thelr uzivos.an
absolutely dependert on motor cars. Weliveina motorized civﬂizaﬂon.
The current Sction is that any overnight ersatz bagel .and lox
boardwelk merchant, any down to earth commentator or barfly, any busy
bousewife who gets her éxpertise from newspapers, television, radio .l.nd
‘lelephone, is ipso facto endowed to plan in detall a'huge metropolitan

grterial complex good for a century. In the absence of préfnpt decisions

-~

by.experts, no work, no payrolls, no arts, parks, no nothing will move.

' Honest public officizls will be denounced as wheelers and dealers, oppres~

sors of the poor, dictators, fixers and power brokers intoleratie in a true
democracy. Cfficials who are not thin skinned and have the courage of

their convictions pay little mind to the gravamen of such charges and don't

—

bother to answer ellegations at length or defy all ellegators.

What with poisonous critics, savage commentators, public rela-

Hons advisers, speech and ghost writers and equal time rebuttal spouters
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over the mr: we are rapidly succumbing to what Whitney Criswold of
vale used to aptly call "nothing but technological {lliteracy”. On the
other hand, you don't catch us miniscule, imitation l*iapoiecms denying
open forums for c}lssidents to find fault and enthusiasts to advocale
canses. We simply 2sk that the forams be properly conducted, Other
vicHims of biographies have survived harder impeachments. Critics

claim to be snxious over the influence of petty dictators dres'tina little

brief suthority. Cn the other hand,” bullders worry about government

paralyzed by lunatic fringes.
In this context I think of that kindy fuddy duddy, British Poet
‘Laureate Sir William Watson, who was much too decent for the critics.

He was roused to fury only once. Thatwas when he could no longer stand .

‘the gibes of the wife of 2 Drime Minister and burst out with the best verse

he ever wrote, beginning:



o » "She is not old, she is not young,
The woman with the serpent's tongue. " %

Here and there in the Profiles there are broad hints that my

associates and Iwere not a.lway's ultra refined in our actions. They com-
plain that we have not followed the Marquis of Queensberry rules, They
say that on occasion we guietly a:tef- hours smoothed the paths for

our parkways. They insinuate that old trees were whisked away by in-

genious stump pullers to allay the apprehensions of nervous environ-

mentalists. If this be true, tell it not in Gath. Publish it not in the streets

-

of Askelon. As the city folk rids into the open country we shall, I trusi,
be forgiven. The original railroad builders too were in a sense fuel mer-

chants and chopped down some spindly woods to stoke their encines.

A

By way of contrast I like to reflect on the approach of one of our ~

own di;tingtushed American philosophérs and all-around tongue and bat

athletes, Leo Darocher. Perhaps in mild extenuation of his own occasion-

al lapses from Amy Vanderbilt's. rules of etiguetle, Déo wisecracked, "Nice

Sty "Q"...';.',
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guys finish lagt. " It §swell in this context to remember the nameless, for-

gotten pitcher in Casey 2t the Eat, the anonymous hero who struck Casey out.
The parks ané rights-of-way we snatched just ahead of the sales of

big estates to farsighted realtors bent on subdivision on the most profitatle

* terms permitied by pliable 2oning commissions would cost from ten to twen-

ty times as much today 2s vacant land, and where it was necessary to take
houses, probzbly a hundred times. The critics and second guessers say we
were sometimes rude, arbitrary and highhanded. MNaybe so, but suppose' A

we had waited, Critics are ex post facto prophets who cen tell how every-

thing shoald have been done at a tirce when they were in diapers, in

'ron'xpers or invisitle, We dlt.chdiggers do our best to live up to cur oaths

of office with the slender talents vouchszfed us. We enjoy our work. We
;ccép‘. it3 drawbacks without whining. We expact neither fall understand-

ing by the Caros and Knopis, ner unqualified popular acclaim by The New

-

Yorker.

We don't ask anycne to be sorry for us. There is consideratle

condetti among the bricxtuts, A park commiizzioneT must have a cold
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beu-t.;m a balmy day at Jones Beach not to be pleased to be recognized by

a few Beach aficionados, or perhaps in the Central Mall restaurant to get
" friendly glance of the eye and even a wet smack from one of those nice
middle-2ged ladtes who fancy they owe him something. Perhaps these
occasionzl harmiess little con;pliz:ents represent only misteken iden'.it.y,
'but do the beneficiaries of our parks ever stop to gsk the publishers for
their autograrhs 7 :

Charges of arrogam;e, contempt for the so-called democratic

" process, lack of ia.i-th ia the plain pecyle, brutz] uprooting and scatt;ing

of those in the way are &s old.;s record;d history. In such periods the left
|;ingers, ff:natical _emrlronmentalists and seasonal Walden Ponders b.;.ve 2
field day. They believe that Steve Benft's termites, who eat steel columns .

and beains, will soon level the tall buildings and bridges of every metropolls

gnd enzble us to retire to unspoiled and untrzm.'!:eied nature.
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An;'one in pu-blic works is bound to be a target for charges of
arbitrary administration and power broking levelled by critics who never
" had responsibility for tuilding anything. Iraise my stento the builder who
¢can remove ghetics wi;.hout moving pebp&e as I hafl the chef who can make
omelets witheut breaking eggs. Those of us who engage in t.hg dange:-o:;s
trade of public works expect such pot shots and, short of 1idel, take them
good-naturedly. This reminds me of the remark attributed to a deparied
sta.tgsman: "meﬁes - I have no ex;ein!es. 1 buri.ed an‘th-ose bas;arc;s
long ago. " Any ad::-.'.n!.stfa.tor the critl'cs den't like {s & small scale ];‘itler,
. Mu.ssoun! or Stalin,
The author's thesis is that I was once a pilgrim who made progress,
fell among charlatans, lost his ir.spﬂ.rati.on and never reachsd the Celestial

City. Thisis a s2d summary to whick most observers on redection ere not

likely to subscribe, Iprefer to believe that some of us may still be in
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demand when politicos of greater reﬂnément a.';d more sweetness a.nd
light hgve been found wanting.

The Caros think that those who have fozz;.a& it necessa;y to expand
ﬁ& activities to meet the re#ponsib'.lit‘.;s imposzad on them do so out of
vanity z=d the yen to collect titles, hats, badges, medals and diplomes
: &s though they were Phi Bela Kappa keys.of d?w;ed scholars for sale in
Bowery pawnshops. To be sure, there are s'ensitlva folk who have suffered
- ﬁ;m official araogance.ana disﬁke what the military call. the habit of com-
m;.nd. The medieval ideal was of course Chaucer's improbatle verray,
parfit gentil knight sans peur et sans reproche, a breed which survives
oznly-tn museum La;;est'ies.

The author of much of this diatribe has no remote notion of how
commissioners are made. Ilike to recall riding in an elevatcr with several
other cfficials to a meeting at the City Comptroller's office. .As we left the

car 2 chum of the elevator man asked him, "Who are they ?" The operaler
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replied, "Commissioners. A dime a dozen. " The author knows very
well that most commissioners usually rise to the top by doing their menial
chores modestly, havg the right political spoasors, are loyal, clean t.h.e win-
dows, sweep the floor and polish up the handle of the big front .doo:-. They
polish it up so carefdlly that they become the rulers of the Queen's Navee.

‘Do.be sure, the bailder is primerily concerned with bringinq.home
the bacon. Ultra-refined, finicky folk won't eat ox‘taﬂ ragout beca.usé of it;
lowly associ-atioas.. Too much refinement cen paralyze e:;qineermg;- Some-
times it seems sheér madness to cn‘.ez; such a thankless profession, batit :
pas its compensations. In spite of these drawbecks it is astenishing how
' many recruits lezp to their feet as the t:.n_aq!er shattars the dawn with the
g::t notes of reveille and they hear the {rresistible clarion call t? public
service and sacrifice.

The author a:.'.:l puklisher co not comprehend the obﬁﬁa‘.!cns of

leadership. It is true that altogether too much limelight falls on the so-

called stars as compared to the rest of the cast and the workers behind

I
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the scenes. 'Esprit de corps, more com;nomy called teamwork, is the
most important factor in leadership and this can not be asserted. It

" must be earned, It is not high aim, or courz.'.qe, )mowledq.e, wisdom, nor
even the fighting spirit' that keeps wte}prises of great pith from going 2-
stray in spite of treachery, treasons, stratzgems and spoils. : Iis pe:;son-
al loyalty, not loyelty to a?sbact principles, but unshakeable ﬁrsonﬂ,

pever-f2lling loyalty which gives support in the clinches. The greatest satis-

faction is to find you have loyal friends. The o‘.her's are not worth a tinker's

-

damn.

The zuthor minimizes our recapture and reclamation of the neglec~
ted New York waterfront, an accomplishment without parallel in any other

great port city in the world, He accepted as gospel yarns spun by Elwood M.'

habenol:l, once a West Side legislztor., Rebenold boasted a Harvard accent

superimpesed on Pennsylvaniz Datch. Fe high-hatted end thereby won the



next district. Rabenold seeu.:s to have dis}iked me because as head of

the State park system Icharged him with being mixed up in Palisades

. real est#e wheeling and dealing. Caro muearthed:Sena;‘.or .Rabenold who by
that time had retir_od to a huge, biblical Pemnsylvania farm with herds cf

cattle on @ hundred hillsides and was a lezder of the Lutheren Church. I

told Caro this men had been sent to é.nq Sing for three years for stealing

as counsal from an incompetent old ledy and had been disbarred Zrom the

practice of lew fn New York. This author says Walker railroaded hir.:n bat

~ does not say where or how. Walker had nothing whatever to do with it, but

Caro seems still to regerd Rabencld s a reliable source of information.

A magnificent car the author refers to was my mother's huge old

Marmon, czlled by her driver a Mormon, Afler her death Iused it in the

Long Jslend State Park system, when I gave it to the Commission. It was

o~

worth under $1,000, Similerly, one of the yachis was & rum runner equippsd
with airplane engines bought at a Sheriff's sale for $300. R caughtfirecna
trial trip, sunk and was then equipped with heavy du'y engines and served the

Commissicn some twenty years. Another magnificent luxury boat was bought
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by me for less than a thousand dollers. Iranit. The magnificent meals
dreamed up by the author were cooked on sternos. My entire City Trust

Company banking report as Morel_and Commissicner under Roosevelt and
Lehman was written in longhand in a Western Union tower on Fire Island
given me by the head of Western Unicn, furnished by me, given the State
and lost in the 1838 hurriicane. The best bozt the park acthorities had was

bought from Charles F. Noyes, the realtor, for one-third its value when he

wes selling the eflects of one of his boys killed in a car accident, There ave

" countless such evidences in Caro's Book of his exuberant Oriental fantasies.

The stink bombs of some lady critics do;x't ;wﬁoca.te us. Several
of these charmers said there was not one note of beauty and no vestige of
good taste or culture 2t both .World’s Fairs at F;lusl'dnq Me2dow and t}a;

. h;:trx were cfiensive and a tot.al loss. The huge task of ;eclaimlnq this fetid

meadow blocked by the biggest ash dump-in municipal history, so well de-

scribed {n "The Grea! Gaisby”, and widening a foul, tortuous, muddy brock

into huge, beauti®:] lzkes, 2ll this was ignored by these ladies, Ialluceto



those to whom Irefer. Wild horses would not drag from me the names of

; u;ese representatives of the not always fair sex.
1find most critics, male and female, enormously diverting as

they decide at lunch or cocktails whif:h curtains to lower and shows to close,
which actors to g?t the hook end which public officials to send to the hoosegow
for getting their Sshhooks caught in the crac_'ker jar. These critics distribute
" with eqaal justice and Impertiality tbe cerowns of wild clive and the iisses of l
death,
We badly neec another William Cowper and another George Crabde
u; ou.r gpproach to the press and teleﬁsi;am They .wrota more than two centu-

ries ego ard couched trelr indictments in forthright Anglo Saxon. Cowper W&s

-

the tougher of the twe. Crzbbe wes epily named, Fe learned about human
nature by starting life 25 an ordinary midwife and then got into Socratic mid-

wifery and became a great writer, cleric and chroxicler of the age. ILet me

give you 2 claw of Crabdde:

] sing of Newws, and 21l those vapid sheets

The rattling hawker vends through gaping streets;
Whate'er their name, whate'er the time they 1y,
Demp from the press, to charm the reader's eye:
For, soon as moraing dawns with roseate hue,
Tne Eerald of the meorn arises too; y

Post after Post succesds, and, all day leng,
Gazettes and Ledgers swarm, a noisy throng.”



Caroe = 40 \ -
The zuthor does not have the remotest notioz; of the independent \
corporate character of a World's Fair and confuses it with public business.
He i{s even more ignorant of the laws and practipes of 'inde.pende'm pablic
authorities. In mﬁic' authority financing the enireprensur must sell its
bonds on character, not on govefnmen'. guerantees against loss:. Any biogra-
phy which rests cn any other assumption is irresponsitie and these who aid
and egbet in publishing it are unreliablo.. The nasty Caro-Knopf charges about
patronage u'zd favored banks md other institutions are made out of wholc; clcth,
were never susteined and even repadiated by the‘c;:ur}s. =5
.Caro asserts boldly, and of course without any credible prooi,
tha;: I took funds which could have bt;en used to build mass transit facili-

ties, and used them to build parks, parkwveys and roads. The absurdity of _

such e statement is that there never were any such funds avalflatle or, in

-
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any event, under my control, I never had anything to do with the baild-

ing of such facilities in any officizl or other capacity. In short, Inever

was in charge of mass transit.

Various pecple, politiciané and amateur strategists are repeated-
ly saying more should be done for mass transit, Iagree. Butwhy don't
* these people do something about it instezd of tandng? Why don't they se-

cure the funds and build them as I @id In the zreas in which Iwas charged

officially? As to selection of sites for housing, each one we built was

approved by the Board of Estimate and other bodies after long processing
and, in some cases, strenucus local opposition.
Similarly as to parks, parkways, bridges and other {acilities,

most of them encountered serious opposition, and all were b.eilt, after

'ofﬁcia! government epproval, and in Nev} York City with the consent oi

the Board of Estimeate.

-

On the personal sice, Caro says, proving I don't know what,



that T am a bum speaker, rushing through my text without stopping for
;i:pb.use l.m; contemptuous of the mdieﬁc'o. The litlle weasels who charge
conflict of interest think a Christmas present of a bottle of cld brandy from '
& contractor calls for returning it publicly with a big flcurish as an attempted
bribe, The Caros always look for what the boollegger in Scott Fitzgerald's
Gatsby called ";;o::nect:ions"t |

The zuthor's thesis, as I have satd, is that umq 2s an {dealistic
reformer I bacame & power broker and patronage dispenser and enéed up a bit-
ter, irascible, disflusioned, arthritic old curmudgeon dependent on @ck eye-
glasses'and a big heaz'ifz:g aid Qnd spo'x.'ﬁng huge liver spots and a b.xtl.ar's ;ian-
try or bulge in the midriff, a resembtlance which will be greeted with derisive
. whooﬁs end Bronx cheers from my buddies at the beaches, bars and bistros.
Caro denounces just about evgrybody. 1ike Jeremiah, he finds no

A TA et il .
balm in Gilead and, like Fehmthe—Sapstsi—questions whether any good thing

ever ceme out of Nazareth., It may well be that The New Yorker can sell its

Profiles for two bucks, but I doubt that many well-heeled readers will fork

out $17.95, plus sachel, to read the unexpurgated Caro.

In appralsing the qualulaazions of a writer to .become an authorily

on public werks thare {5 reclly no substitute for successiul experience and
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" pesults visible to the naked eye. A foundation fellowship is no credential. It

may only represent a poor investment and the familiar triumph of hope over

experience.

" Caro's engineering and transportation outgivings are ridiculously
amateurish, naive and infantlle. Ee plcked them up from a disgruntled young
engineer with the City Plenning Commission who indulged in nasiy recrimina-
ﬁons after he left the City Flanning Commission. Caro's idea was thal if
raﬁd transit reils were put in the middle of the Leng Island Expressway which
he didn't like, the entire problem would be solved. ' | Xh
i I never celled Mayor Laétiarc‘;ia any of the so-called nzmes Caro
malicicusly mentions end nobody will mbstantizte. thess miserable yarns. 1

did once szy facetiously when the Szinted Florello pui: on a highly dramatic

performance that he reminded me of Rigoletto, Iam sorry Isaidit, although

1..t was entirely innocent, I thought then a.n:!/ still do that he was the best mayor

’ln my time. | | - . &
tter judces than the Caros and #nopfs have ridiculed the

practitioners of padlic works. In this context I always tip my hat to my

cousin Frank Lloyd Wright., In his wilder projects of Welsh fantasy he



..‘duo 32 o

really pelieved his own grchitectural interruptions of nature 1ifted us to
the hills wh‘eme cometh our light, enhanced the plains and swept us out
to the limitless seas. Frank's comparisen € hémself as a skylark and to

me 2s a blind night crawlar were of course justa guzint bit of Celtic huxor.

We teke these things irc= the Frank Lloyd Wrights because we admire
ther in spits of their idjocyncrasies. ‘

Those ct us wao have co:z;pe.rauvely little time left for construe=
tive work and‘ nave to husband t.heir resources can not a#ord to waste
muscle on keyhole snoopers, dirl dishers, gossips, and gmbittered buxzs
‘trying to get bk cn somecne they dislike.

In all {;atriouc yarns there is supposéd to be & hero like Arncld
v&x Winkelried Who gathers the spears of the enemy to his »osom and sa.ve;

the Swiss Navy. The role is not for me. The spears in this instance are

made of the parer elecantly knowm 235 bumwad. They crumble on compact



The New Yorker Profile series ends with these remarkatle sen-

. "It i{s impossible to say that New York would be a better city if

Robert Moses had not shaped it. It i.s possible to sz2y only t:hat it would be

a different city. " Assuming that the City changes, however brought about,
were as extensive as the author szys, what would New York look 1fke witheut
them? Surely it could not have been left in a powerless and brokerless state

of chassls and suspsnded animetion.

The author says he is ebout todo 2 bHography of Fiorello mé.:ardia.

1 suggest to Marie LaCuardiz that she be very careful. -

- bt W



