
Koch

A Film by Neil Barsky

Community 
Engagement & Education

DISCUSSION GUIDE

www.pbs.org/pov

POV



|2DISCUSSION GUIDE

Koch

LETTER FROM THE FILMMAKER

Making a documentary about Ed Koch was an easy call. To this day, I cannot think

of a New Yorker as popular or as polarizing. Ed Koch’s story is in many ways the

story of the city. 

I was born in the Bronx in 1958 and my family moved to the suburbs when I was 4. When I returned to the city to attend the

Walden School on Manhattan’s Upper West Side, I was like a freed bird. New York in those days was dangerous, dirty and

utterly dysfunctional; it was also magical. For most of Koch’s mayoralty (1978-1989), I was either a student or a young reporter,

and I would have given a kidney to cover City Hall for one of the city’s major newspapers. It was not to be, and on some level

this film is my way of making up for the lost opportunity. 

Koch proved a perfectly complex character. He was funny and he could be a bully; he was charming and also narcissistic. He

had a much-speculated-about private life, and he didn’t mind if you asked about it, so long as you didn’t mind being told to

mind your own business. He was a man surrounded by friends and admirers, and he was a man alone. 

Once we started shooting the film, it became clear just how personally compelling Koch—then 87—still was. He tirelessly

hopped from campaign stop to campaign stop, from speaking engagement to speaking engagement. He bared his teeth at

anyone who challenged him in a public forum; he still shined brightly when he was the center of attention. And he could

not walk down a New York City street without being approached by an admirer. 

Director Neil Barsky, 'Koch'.

Photo courtesy of Jayd Jackson
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Shooting the film went relatively smoothly. I had

an ace director of photography in Tom Hurwitz,

a relentless perfectionist who fearlessly kept his

camera as close to Koch as possible, literally and

figuratively. Thanks to my journalism back-

ground, I was relatively comfortable doing re-

search and conducting interviews. With the

exception of one former governor and one for-

mer mayor, virtually everyone we reached out to

agreed to be interviewed. Koch’s family mem-

bers and friends opened their homes and their

photo scrapbooks to us. 

Editing the movie was a bit more challenging.

Koch is my first film, and while I was fairly confi-

dent of the movie I wanted to make, I simply

lacked the tools to make it. Thank God for film

editors. Juliet Weber spent a month looking at

hundreds of hours of footage and gave the film

its structure, its pacing and ultimately its

poignancy. She demanded a huge amount of

creative freedom, and I’m glad I gave it to her. 

Documentary subjects, particularly famous ones, can be difficult. In almost every case I am aware of, the main subjects kept

certain topics off limits, or burdened the filmmakers with demands that effectively gave them control of the film. From the

day his indispensable chief of staff, Diane Coffey, arranged our first meeting, Ed Koch gave me free rein. When I broached

the subject of his sexuality over dinner the night before a shoot, he said simply, “Ask me anything.” His only condition was

that he see a cut of the film so he could suggest changes. When I refused to show him a cut until the very end of the process,

Koch was angered, and for a few months we stopped speaking. But once we reconciled and he saw the film, he did not ask

for a single change—despite getting roughed up in several scenes. 

After a recent screening, a friend asked me just how one does make a movie. As we approached the end of this two-plus-

year adventure, I would say that the key to making a good movie is to find a subject you’re passionate about, and then go

out and hire Jenny Carchman to produce the film for you. The filmmaking process rarely turns out as planned, and ours was

no exception. There were delays, there were arguments and there was some staff turnover. Jenny held it all together, and

was a true partner in every facet of the film. 

From World War II and until only recently, it was almost an article of faith that the United States’ big northern cities only de-

teriorated; they could never get better. Somehow, New York City defied that trend, and it did so I think because it kept itself

open—to immigrants, to businesses, to artists and to poets. In my view, the very imperfect Ed Koch intuitively understood

what made New York special, and I believe he is as responsible for the New York City of today as anyone alive. 

A week before the film opened theatrically, Ed Koch entered the hospital for congestive heart failure. It was his third hospi-

tal visit in six months. In our last conversation over the phone, he said, “Don’t let all the attention go to your head.” On Fri-

day, February 1, 2013, Koch opened in theaters. On that day, Ed Koch passed away at the age of 88.

Neil Barsky

Director, Koch

Ed Koch campaigning with his manager, David Garth.

Photo courtesy of Zeitgeist Films



|4DISCUSSION GUIDE

Koch

2 Letter from the Filmmaker

5 Introduction

6 Potential Partners

6 Key Issues

6 Using This Guide

7 Background Information

7 Ed Koch Before He Was Mayor

8 New York City in Context: The 1970s

9 Ed Koch As Mayor, And After

10 Selected People Featured 

in Koch

11 General Discussion Questions

12 Discussion Prompts

19 Taking Action

20 Resources

21 How to Buy the Film

Writer

Faith Rogow, PhD
Insighters Educational Consulting

Guide Producers and Background Research, POV

Eliza Licht
Vice President, Community Engagement and Education, POV

Aubrey Gallegos
Manager, Community Engagement and Education, POV

Alice Quinlan
Assistant, Community Engagement and Education, POV

Meg Brown
Community Engagement and Education, POV

Design: 

Rafael Jiménez

Eyeball

Copy Editor:

Natalie Danford

Thanks to those who reviewed this guide:  

Neil Barsky
Director, Koch

TABLE OF CONTENTS CREDITS



New York City mayors have a world stage on which to strut,

and they have made legendary use of it. That was certainly

true for three-term mayor Ed Koch. In Koch (90 min.), Wall

Street Journal reporter Neil Barsky brings viewers a reveal-

ing portrait of this charismatic, combative leader. 

More than an interesting biographical portrait, the film pro-

vides viewers with an opportunity to examine changes that

occurred during Koch’s administration (1978 to 1989) in New

York City, and also in the nation. Koch was a new Democrat

in the dawning Reagan era—fiscally conservative and socially

liberal. For Koch, that played out in controversies over hous-

ing renewal initiatives, stand-offs with unions that produced

a transit strike and battles over budget cuts as Koch

sought to solve the fiscal crisis he inherited. Koch faced

other challenges, including the burgeoning AIDS epidemic

and homophobic accusations that because he was single he

must be gay. 

This masterful politician was ultimately brought down by a

municipal corruption scandal involving people around him,

though he was never formally accused of any wrongdoing.

Whether Koch’s legacy was laudable or lousy depends on

who you ask, but few dispute that his grit and ego made him

a quintessential New Yorker.

INTRODUCTION
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Ed Koch.

Photo courtesy of Zeitgeist Films



Koch is well suited for use in a variety of settings and is

especially recommended for use with:

• Your local PBS station 

• Groups that have discussed previous PBS and POV

films relating to political leadership, campaigning

or New York City, including Street Fight,

Campaign, Chisholm '72, Getting Back to

Abnormal, Bill’s Run, Every Mother’s Son,

American Promise and Brooklyn Castle. 

• Groups focused on any of the issues listed in the

Key Issues section

• High school students, youth groups and clubs

• Faith-based organizations and institutions

• Cultural, art and historical organizations,

institutions and museums

• Civic, fraternal and community groups

• Academic departments and student groups at

colleges, universities and high schools

• Community organizations with a mission to

promote education and learning, such as local

libraries.

Koch is an excellent tool for outreach and will be of spe-

cial interest to people looking to explore the following

topics:

• affordable housing

• AIDS as a political issue

• biography

• crime

• Andrew Cuomo

• Mario Cuomo

• death penalty

• economics

• ethnic identity

• homophobia

• Ed Koch

• labor unions

• leadership

• LGBTQ rights

• mayoral elections

• New York City

• political campaigns

• political corruption

• politics

• racism

• urban issues

• U.S. history—Reagan Era
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USING THIS GUIDE

This guide is an invitation to dialogue. It is based on a belief in the power of human connection, designed for people who

want to use Koch to engage family, friends, classmates, colleagues and communities. In contrast to initiatives that foster

debates in which participants try to convince others that they are right, this document envisions conversations under-

taken in a spirit of openness in which people try to understand one another and expand their thinking by sharing view-

points and listening actively. 

The discussion prompts are intentionally crafted to help a wide range of audiences think more deeply about the issues

in the film. Rather than attempting to address them all, choose one or two that best meet your needs and interests. And

be sure to leave time to consider taking action. Planning next steps can help people leave the room feeling energized and

optimistic, even in instances when conversations have been difficult. 

For more detailed event planning and facilitation tips, visit www.pov.org/engage

POTENTIAL PARTNERS KEY ISSUES
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Ed Koch Before He Was Mayor

Born into a Russian-Jewish immigrant family on De-

cember 12, 1924, Edward Irving Koch grew up in the

Bronx in New York City. Koch’s father was in the

garment business, and Koch learned the trade while

growing up. In 1941, Koch began attending the City

College of New York and worked as a shoe salesman

to pay for school. However, in 1943 Koch was

drafted into the army and was unable to complete

his undergraduate studies (City College awarded

him with an honorary Bachelor’s degree in 1981).

Koch saw combat during World War II and was hon-

orably discharged in 1946 with the rank of sergeant.

When he returned home from the war, he attended

law school at New York University. He graduated in

1948 and went on to become a founding partner in

the law firm Koch, Lankenau, Schwartz & Kovner. In

1956, Koch joined the Village Independent Democ-

rats. He was later elected to Congress and repre-

sented the 17th Congressional District (the first

Democrat to do so since 1934) from 1969 until 1977,

when he won the mayoral election to become the

105th mayor of the City of New York the following

year.

Sources:

Honan, Edith and Chris Michaud. 

“Ed Koch, New York’s Colorful Longtime Former Mayor,

Dies.” Reuters, February 1, 2013.

http://www.reuters.com/article/2013/02/01/

us-koch-idUSBRE9100IW20130201 

McFadden, Robert D. “Edward I. Koch, a Mayor as Brash,

Shrewd and Colorful as the City He Led, Dies at 88.” 

The New York Times, February 1, 2013.

http://www.nytimes.com/2013/02/02/nyregion/

edward-i-koch-ex-mayor-of-new-york-

dies.html?pagewanted=all:&_r=0.

Ed Koch as a young boy in the Bronx.

Photo courtesy of Zeitgeist Films
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New York City in Context: The 1970s

Ed Koch inherited a number of tough issues when he took

office as mayor in 1978. In the mid- and late 1970s, the United

States suffered a widespread recession, and in 1975 New

York City was hit with a financial crisis that nearly brought

the city to bankruptcy. From 1975 to 1976, New York City

services were subject to huge cuts. Layoffs shrank the police

force; hospitals and schools closed; public transportation

ground almost to a halt; and garbage piled up on the streets

as sanitation services were cut. Mayor Abe Beame turned to

the federal government for aid, but President Gerald Ford

stated that he would veto any bailout to the city (resulting

in the infamous Daily News headline “Ford to City: Drop

Dead”). The housing policy that existed in the city at the time

was something deemed “planned shrinkage,” which largely

amounted to abandoning derelict buildings and their resi-

dents. The city’s crime rate rose and by 1978 murders in the

city had more than doubled since the 1960s. In light of the

city’s struggles, many of those who could afford to leave

headed for the suburbs. The city’s population dropped by

more than 10 percent in the 1970s.

Sources:

Federal Reserve Bank of Kansas City. “U.S. Urban Decline and Growth,

1950 to 2000.” http://kansascityfed.org/publicat/econrev/Pdf/3q03rapp.pdf

Gralla, Joan. “New York City fears return to 1970s.” Reuters, January 27, 2009. 

http://www.reuters.com/article/2009/01/27/us-newyork-economy-

idUSTRE50Q6IH20090127

McFadden, Robert D. “Abraham Beame Is Dead at 94; Mayor During

70's Fiscal Crisis.” The New York Times, February 11, 2001.

http://www.nytimes.com/2001/02/11/nyregion/abraham-beame-is-

dead-at-94-mayor-during-70-s-fiscal-crisis.html

New York City. “Mayor Bloomberg and Police Commissioner Kelly

Announce 2012 Sets All-Time Record for Fewest Murders and Fewest

Shootings in New York City History.” 

http://www.nyc.gov/portal/site/nycgov/menuitem.c0935b9a57bb4ef3

daf2f1c701c789a0/index.jsp?pageID=mayor_press_release&catID=1194&

doc_name=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.nyc.gov%2Fhtml%2Fom%2Fhtml%2F

2012b%2Fpr489-12.html&cc=unused1978&rc=1194&ndi=1.

Petro, John. “A Closer Look at Ed Koch’s Affordable Housing Legacy.”

Next City, February 7, 2013. http://nextcity.org/daily/entry/a-closer-

look-at-ed-kochs-affordable-housing-legacy

A bakery in Brooklyn.

Photo courtesy of Zeitgeist Films



BACKGROUND INFORMATION

|9DISCUSSION GUIDE

Koch

Ed Koch As Mayor, And After

As seen in the film, Ed Koch's three mayoral terms from 1978

to 1989 were marked by both success and controversy. Koch

is often credited with restoring New York’s fiscal health and

improving the city’s housing and crime rates, but public

opinion about him fluctuated throughout his terms. Re-

sponses from the African-American and LGBTQ communi-

ties ranged from staunch support to opposition, and he

came under criticism for a number of issues, including the

closing of Sydenham Hospital and the city’s response to the

AIDS crisis. Corruption scandals erupted in Koch’s third term

and he lost his re-election campaign for an unprecedented

fourth term, though his personal popularity remained high. 

Upon losing his final mayoral election, Koch famously

quipped, “The people have spoken...and they must be pun-

ished.” He remained active in the political and cultural scenes

of the city after his last term. He went on to become a part-

ner in the international law firm Bryan Cave, one of the

largest real estate practices in New York. He accepted ad-

junct professor positions at New York University, Brandeis

University and Baruch College of the City University of New

York. He also enjoyed being on camera. From 1997 to 1999,

he was the judge on the television show The People’s

Court, though the show ultimately couldn’t compete

with Judge Judy—hosted by Judy Sheindlin, ap-

pointed to the bench by Koch himself. He became a film re-

viewer and food critic and published more than a dozen

books, both fiction and non-fiction. In 2011, the city renamed

the Queensboro Bridge the Ed Koch Queensboro Bridge in

his honor. Ed Koch died of congestive heart failure at the

age of 88 on February 1, 2013.

Sources:

Celona, Larry. “Former New York City Mayor Ed Koch Dead at Age 88.”

New York Post, February 1, 2013.

http://nypost.com/2013/02/01/former-new-york-city-mayor-ed-koch-

dead-at-age-88/.

Katz, Celeste and Joanne Wasserman, Matthew Lysiak and Corky

Siemaszko. “Ed Koch Dead: Mayor Who Became a Symbol of New York

City Passes Away at 88.” Daily News, February 1, 2013.

http://www.nydailynews.com/new-york/ed-koch-mayor-symbol-nyc-

dies-article-1.1252914

McFadden, Robert D. “Edward I. Koch, a Mayor as Brash, Shrewd 

and Colorful as the City He Led, Dies at 88.” The New York Times,

February 1, 2013. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2013/02/02/nyregion/edward-i-koch-ex-

mayor-of-new-york-dies.html?pagewanted=all:&_r=0

Ed Koch being sworn in as Mayor.

Photo courtesy of Zeitgeist Films
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Edward I. Koch – 105th mayor of the City of New York, 

1978-1989

Calvin O. Butts, III – pastor, Abyssinian Baptist Church

Mario Cuomo – defeated by Koch in a mayoral bid, went on

to become three-term governor of New York, 1983-1994

John LoCicero – political adviser to Koch

Bess Myerson – the first Jewish Miss America and 

Koch’s friend

Diane Mulcahy Coffey – Koch’s chief of staff

Selected People Featured in Koch



Immediately after the film, you may want to give people a

few quiet moments to reflect on what they have seen or

pose a general question (examples below) and give people

some time to themselves to jot down or think about their

answers before opening the discussion:  

• If you could ask anyone in the film a single question,

whom would you ask and what would you ask him or

her? 

• What did you learn from this film? What insights did

it provide?

• If a friend asked you what this film was about, what

would you say? 

• Describe a moment or scene in the film that you

found particularly disturbing or moving. What was it

about that scene that was especially compelling for

you?

GENERAL DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
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Koch the Politician/Koch the Man

What would you say are the things that made

Koch a successful politician? How did the fol-

lowing things contribute to or detract from his

success: his strategic political decisions, his

personality, his ability to let go of past ani-

mosity (e.g., endorsing Andrew Cuomo), the

particular policies he implemented?

As a political leader, how does Koch compare

with current leaders in your city and state?

Several people in the film describe Ed Koch as

“the consummate New Yorker,” the embodi-

ment of the city’s character. Why do some

people see a blunt, irascible, funny, bald white

guy as representing the core nature of New

York City? Why do you think people didn’t say

the same about other recent mayors, like

David Dinkins or Michael Bloomberg? 

Commenting on the scandal that ultimately

brought down the Koch administration, jour-

nalist Joyce Purnick says, “I don’t think anyone

believes that he was personally involved in

corruption. But he does have a very big ego.”

What is the role of ego in Koch’s career and

his approach to political leadership?

Carl McCall notes that Koch “started as this

legendary reformer…And yet he embraced the

bad guys.” What does this suggest to you

about Koch’s character? What does it tell you

about Koch’s approach to politics?

At his family dinner table, Koch engages in a

debate with his nephew Jon Thaler about

whether the so-called “Ground Zero mosque”

should be built. Koch says no, labeling it “in-

sensitive.” Thaler’s wife counters, “Do you

want people to tell you where you could build

a synagogue? I don’t want people to tell me

where I can build a synagogue.” She and

Thaler think opposition to the mosque is veiled

prejudice and feeds anti-Muslim sentiment. What do you

think? If you had been at the table, what would you have

said? What did the exchange—not just what people said, but

the way they said it—reveal to you about Koch, the man?

Ed Koch next to Governor Cuomo.

Photo courtesy of Zeitgeist Films

Ed Koch.

Photo courtesy of Zeitgeist Films
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The Art and Craft of Politics

Koch says, “I decided early on you have to get the attention

of the public. You’ve got to get them to follow you. And you

can only do that by being bigger than life.” He labeled what

he did “theatrics.” What’s the difference between being “the-

atrical” and being “fake”? What examples did the film include

of politics as theatrics (or vice versa)?

Assess Koch’s famous phrase, “How am I doing?” as a polit-

ical tactic. Was it an effective way to solicit genuine feed-

back? How did he use the phrase to connect with people on

the street? What role did it play in conveying his image as a

“man of the people”? Who heard the phrase as a positive in-

vitation to engage and who was alienated by it? 

Journalist Bob Herbert observes, “New York was a city that

was not just broke, it was depressed. And here comes Koch,

who was a real cheerleader for the city.” What sorts of things

did Koch do or say that made him a convincing “cheer-

leader”? What’s the importance of cheerleading in politics?

Can you think of examples of other politicians who have

succeeded because they were good cheerleaders? 

Koch often dismissed his opponents as being “wacko” or

“nuts.” How do such labels serve to deflect policy critiques or

disagreements? Have you seen other politicians use similar

tactics to dismiss or discredit opponents?

Koch campaigned on promises to keep Harlem’s Sydenham

Hospital open, then broke those promises. Though he main-

tained the hospital closure was financially necessary, he

eventually came to see the decision as a political mistake.

What made it a political mistake? Sydenham was a source of

medical services, but in a more abstract sense, what did

Sydenham symbolize? What roles do such symbols play in

the relationship between politicians and the communities

they represent? What are the key symbols in your commu-

nity?

Children protesting the closing of 

Sydenham Hospital in Harlem.

Photo courtesy of Zeitgeist Films
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New York City Council Member Lewis Fidler echoes a com-

mon sentiment when he says he admired Ed Koch because

as mayor he “tells it like it is, he calls it the way he sees it.”

Give examples from the film when “telling it like it is” con-

nected Koch to his constituents and instances when it pre-

vented him from hearing others share a truth that differed

from his own because their experience of life in the city dif-

fered from his.

Journalist Joyce Purnick describes public adulation and re-

spect as Koch’s “oxygen.” For a politician, how is this strong

need for approval both a strength and weakness?

When multiple people working in city agencies were found

to be corrupt, Koch accepted responsibility, but said, “It’s a

different kind of responsibility.” To what degree should a

mayor be held accountable when he has committed no

crime, but his appointed agency heads have? 

Race and Racism

The beginning of the film features a City Council debate over

naming the Queensboro Bridge after Koch. Council Member

Charles Barron explains the opposition, noting that the cel-

ebratory image described by proponents “is not the Ed Koch

that the black community knows. It’s the Ed Koch that every

time we asked for something he said, ‘I will not be intimi-

dated,’ and then he asked the rest of you ‘How am I doing?’

This is a tale of two cities. Maybe that’s how he was for the

white part of the city, but for blacks, Ed Koch was our neme-

sis. This is a disgrace to have a bridge named after Ed Koch.”

Given the positive legacy and the opposition, how would you

have voted on naming the bridge for Koch and why?

In the midst of Koch’s campaign for a fourth term, racial ten-

sions took center stage when black teenager Yusuf Hawkins

was murdered by a group of young white men in Brooklyn.

Carl McCall says that Koch “had lost the ability to be any kind

Koch's opponent in his first mayoral bid, Mario Cuomo.

Photo courtesy of Zeitgeist Films
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of conciliator or mediator to bring people together to try to

reduce the tensions.” How did Koch lose that credibility?

Everyone seemed to agree that on a purely fiscal basis, there

was no reason to keep Sydenham open. So why was there

such adamant opposition to its closure? What did Koch miss

in terms of understanding people’s attachment to this insti-

tution? How did his decision about this one thing (Syden-

ham) make an entire segment of the population feel that

Koch wasn’t listening to them about anything?

In response to the announcement about the closing of

Sydenham, several leaders call Koch a racist. In your view,

were his actions racist? Was the label accurate? What’s your

evidence?

Koch explains his poor relationship with much of the city’s

black population by saying, “I think that there is a great deal

of ill will and distrust, simply because I happen to be

white. No question about that. And that many of the

people there resent the fact that Percy Sutton, who

is black and who was running for mayor, lost.” How does this

construction of “sour grapes” allow Koch to dismiss the

community’s concerns? Who was likely to find the explana-

tion appealing and who would have been offended by it?

Calvin O. Butts, III says, “Somebody asked me if Ed Koch was

a racist. And I thought about Ed Koch, I thought about his

pandering to the white ethnics. I thought about his refusal

to admit that his police were brutal and ugly. I thought about

his confrontation, particularly with African-American lead-

ers. And I watched him do some things that made the Jew-

ish community angry, made other people angry, and use

people. So when I thought about that, they said, ‘Is he racist?’

I said, ‘He’s worse than a racist.’ I said, ‘He’s an opportunist.’”

Why would it be worse for Koch to be an opportunist than

to be a racist?

Ed Koch campaigning for New York Governor.

Photo courtesy of Zeitgeist Films



Economics

Koch was labeled a fiscal conservative and social liberal.

What do those labels mean to you? Which social issues was

Koch able to distinguish from economic policy and which

were inextricably intertwined? 

Koch inherited a financial crisis and put in place policies that

reversed the city’s financial decline. Which groups of people

were the primary beneficiaries of the following choices and

which were disadvantaged by them: 

• Refusing to back down to transit workers’ wage

demands and breaking their strike

• Closing Sydenham Hospital

• Using his bonding power to invest in building

“affordable” housing

• Providing subsidies to real estate developers who were

willing to build in “blighted” neighborhoods (like Times

Square)

Mayor Koch was often credited with creating a “financial

comeback” for New York City, though on the ground, not

everyone shared in the new prosperity. Does a politician’s

responsibility to the “have nots” differ in any way from

his responsibility to other constituents? Is there an

obligation to enact policies that benefit everyone equally?

Why isn’t that what typically happens? 

To tackle problems in Times Square, Koch provided subsi-

dies for real estate developers and evicted the impoverished.

Koch explained this policy by saying, “When we started with

42nd Street the one block, brought in 5 million dollars [in]

taxes annually and we said it should bring in 800 million. And

you use those monies to provide services for poor people.”

Do you think that is sound economic theory? Why might the

city’s poor (and their advocates) have questioned it? Why

did they react with skepticism to Koch’s promise that subsi-

dizing real estate developers would ultimately benefit the

economically disadvantaged?

In the film, President Gerald Ford insists that there will be no

federal bailout for New York City. According to Abe Bider-

man, NYC Housing Commissioner from 1988-89, Ronald Rea-

gan’s cuts to federal housing programs left neighborhoods

in the Bronx looking “like Dresden” (i.e., a bombed out war

zone). In your view, what is the appropriate relationship be-

tween the federal government and the nation’s major cities?

DISCUSSION PROMPTS
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The South Bronx during Koch's term in office.

Photo courtesy of Zeitgeist Films
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Homophobia and Politics 

Koch’s first mayoral campaign was marred by questions

about why he wasn’t married and signs that read, “Vote for

Cuomo, Not the Homo.” What would make opponents see

homophobic slurs as an effective campaign tactic? Do you

think that slogan would be effective in your community

today?

To counter homophobic attacks, Koch made appearances

with former Miss America Bess Myerson, implying that the

two were more than friends. In your view, was this decep-

tion ethical? Why or why not?

Political consultant Ethan Geto recalls that at the beginning

of the AIDS epidemic, “There were very early appeals to

Mayor Koch, as mayor of New York, to have a prevention

strategy, a public education strategy, to give more support

to AIDS treatment, AIDS service organizations. There was no

medication whatsoever, nothing. I lost dozens of friends.

Others I knew lost hundreds of friends and acquaintances.

So there was a tremendous frustration that built into

terrific anger against Koch.” In your view, was the

anger directed toward the mayor fair?  

When reporters asked about his love life, Koch responded,

“It’s none of your f***ing business.” Did the public have a

right to know? What aspects of a candidate’s life is he or she

entitled to keep private? Why did some people want Koch to

“come out” and why weren’t those people satisfied that he

signed a gay rights ordinance?

A protest during the AIDS crisis in New York City.

Photo courtesy of Zeitgeist Films



DISCUSSION PROMPTS
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Legacy

Biographer Michael Goodwin observes, “He had been the

king on the hill, he had been invincible, and suddenly now his

government looked as corrupt as any government ever had.

This was what he had worked his whole life for. And I think

he saw it all in danger of slipping away.” Koch was clearly

concerned about his legacy and how the city he loved would

remember him. In your view, what is Koch’s legacy? What

were his contributions to New York City, to the way that pol-

itics are conducted and to the discourse about key social is-

sues, such as gay rights? 

Koch wrote his own epitaph: “He was fiercely proud of his

Jewish faith. He fiercely defended the city of New York and

he fiercely loved its people. Above all he loved his country,

the United States of America, in whose armed forces he

served in World War II.” How would you describe Koch?

What epitaph would you write for him?

Ed Koch and his chief of staff, Diane Coffey, 

visiting his gravestone.

Photo courtesy of Zeitgeist Films

Additional media literacy questions are available at:

www.pbs.org/pov/educators/media-literacy.php



• The film covers the contentious debate over shutting down Sydenham Hospital. Identify an institution in

your city that is important in the way Sydenham was in New York. Talk about what the institution

symbolizes and to whom, what it offers in terms of needed services, and how much it’s worth to your

community to keep the institution open. Consider holding a fundraiser and/or planning a sustainable

funding path.

• Show the film as part of a young leaders training conference. Invite participants to evaluate the strengths

and weaknesses of Koch’s leadership style.

• Screen the film as part of a series or study circle focused on the history of New York City or one of the

main issues that Koch faced (e.g., the battle against AIDS, or approaches to housing policy in New York). 

• Research the policies of your current local mayor and/or mayoral candidates. Host a discussion group to

evaluate their stance on local issues. Then write to your local government and/or candidates to make your

opinions known.

• Run a voter registration campaign in your community. Brainstorm ways to involve people who are eligible

but who have never voted before.
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Ed Koch campaigning for New York Governor on Election Day at Grand Central, 1981.

Photo courtesy of Zeitgeist Films

TAKING ACTION



GOOD READS: BOOKS BY ED KOCH

www.goodreads.com/author/list/329175.Edward_I_Koch 

This pages lists 19 books written by Ed Koch.

LA GUARDIA AND WAGNER ARCHIVES: 

EDWARD I. KOCH

www.laguardiawagnerarchive.lagcc.cuny.edu/
COLLECTIONS.aspx?ViwType=1&ColID=8 

This online archive from the City University of New York

La Guardia Community College contains an extensive

collection of articles on Ed Koch.

LA GUARDIA AND WAGNER ARCHIVES 

YOUTUBE CHANNEL: MAYOR ED KOCH

www.youtube.com/
playlist?list=PL4A8313LQdwjgsPwK6qjF5AWci8kENp7J 

The La Guardia and Wagner Archives YouTube channel

has a number of videos with archival footage, commercials

and interviews with Ed Koch.

THE NATION: “CITY FOR SALE: 

ED KOCH AND THE BETRAYAL OF NEW YORK”

www.nationinstitute.org/featuredwork/books/1287/city
_for_sale:_ed_koch_and_the_betrayal_of_new_york/ 

James Ledbetter reviews Wayne Barrett and 

Jack Newfield’s book about corruption in the 

Koch administration.

NEW YORK CITY

www1.nyc.gov/ 

The city’s official website provides information about the

current administration and its initiatives. Historical

information is woven into the site under each relevant

department or agency (search “history” on the home

page).

THE NEW YORK TIMES: “EDWARD I. KOCH, 

A MAYOR AS BRASH, SHREWD AND COLORFUL 

AS THE CITY HE LED, DIES AT 88”

www.nytimes.com/2013/02/02/nyregion/
edward-i-koch-ex-mayor-of-new-york-
dies.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0 

Koch’s New York Times obituary provides a broad

overview of his life. For contrasting perspectives, see the

obituaries from the New York Post

http://nypost.com/2013/02/02/ed-koch-1924-2013/ 

and the Daily News:

http://obituaries.nydailynews.com/obituaries/

nydailynews/obituary.aspx?n=ed-koch&pid=162774419 

RESOURCES
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FILMMAKER WEBSITE 

www.kochthemovie.com/ 

The film’s website has links to reviews, interviews with the filmmaker and general information about the film. 

Original Online Content on POV  
To enhance the broadcast, POV has produced an interactive website to enable viewers to explore the film in greater

depth. The Koch website—www.pbs.org/pov/Koch—offers a streaming video trailer for the film; an interview with

filmmaker; a list of related websites, articles and books; a downloadable discussion guide; and special features..

What’s Your POV? 
Share your thoughts about Koch by posting a comment at http://www.pbs.org/pov/Koch



HOW TO BUY THE FILM

To order Koch for home use, go to www.zeitgeistfilms.com.

Front cover: Ed Koch in the office of his campaign manager,
David Garth, September 1977. 
Photo courtesy of The New York Post
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